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DANGER IN THE STARS



CHAPTER ONE
 
The nausea was always the worst part of emerging from cryo sleep. Miriell fought her confused thoughts and the incipient headache, trying not to throw up. She curled into a ball on her side, hands fisted on her unhappy stomach and bit her lip to avoid moaning.
A rough hand on her shoulder shook her. “Come on, you know we don’t have time for this sick act of yours. Snap out of it. The client’s waiting to see what you can do.” Jareck’s voice became more congenial, placating almost as he shifted his focus to someone else. Clearly, he was no longer speaking to her. “These performers, as my boss calls them, don’t do well with cryo sleep, but she’ll be on her feet in a minute or two, I promise. Then we can be on our way.”
“Good. The boss is getting impatient, waiting in the limo. She doesn’t spend much time in cargo warehouses.”
The new voice was deep, and although the tone was rough and the words clipped, Miriell felt as if a warm blanket had been placed over her shoulders. Intrigued by her own reaction, she forced herself to sit up on the floor, bracing herself against the cargo container that had been her prison. Blinking to focus, she turned her head, searching for the owner of the new voice.
Jareck grabbed her elbow in a bruising grip and yanked her to her feet. He must have removed the shackles while she was still unconscious. Giving her a shake, he said, “I swear, every time we travel for a job, you act as if your sweet time asleep in the cryo unit was torture.”
Maybe because for me it is. Swaying, balance still off, she couldn’t resist Jareck as he tugged her close to him, the smell of his cheap cologne another assault on her overloaded senses. Her stomach heaved, and she had to make a conscious effort not to throw up all over him, slapping her free hand over her mouth.
“Do I have to carry you?” His voice was low, and she knew it was a threat. He’d make her pay later.
With painful effort, she straightened her spine and stepped away, brushing one hand down her plain gray tunic in a vain attempt to smooth out the wrinkles. “I can walk.”
“You don’t look like it.” As their new companion voiced his opinion, she realized he was no one she’d ever met before. Tall, with broad shoulders and well-defined muscles, he had black hair and gray eyes that were almost silver. She was mesmerized by his eyes. Miriell wished she dared to engage her gifts, get a sense of this person, maybe figure out why he made her feel safe, when clearly, she was anything but. 
Jareck stopped to pick up his kit bag, never releasing his hold on her. “Conor’s right, we’ve got to be going. You’re ready to behave, right?”
Submissively, she nodded, bottling up her anger and hatred. Someday I’ll get my chance and you will die. The implacable secret vow was the only thing keeping her going. There would be revenge, not only for herself, but also for all the others. Hands at her sides, head bowed, she said, “As you wish, sir.”
“How do you ensure she won’t make a break for it when we walk outside, won’t scream for help?” Conor at least seemed skeptical of her meek compliance.
Jareck pulled a slim black AI case from his pocket and waved the device under her nose. Miriell fought not to flinch. He grabbed the necklace at her throat, a thick collar of gold set with a few random faux gems. “We taught them to behave right from the start. See this? It’s explosive.”
The other man moved so fast Miriell could only blink. He snatched the AI from Jareck’s hand and shoved the skinny man against the wall. “You’re planning to blow this woman up? And us with her?”
Pulling at Conor’s arm to no avail, Jareck choked. “No, it’s a directed charge, sophisticated, kills her and localizes the effects. A bit messy, but not like you’re thinking. I swear.”
Conor frowned at the device in his hand and then at Miriell, who struggled to remain calm, to push away the memories of when the Amarotu thugs who kept her and her people captive demonstrated the way the collar worked, selecting a man at random from their group and ruthlessly killing him as Jareck was describing.
Conor released Jareck, stepped away and tossed the AI back to him. “A bit overly dramatic and barbaric, don’t you think?”
“Nah, these people are savages. Didn’t even know they lived on a planet going around a sun when the Shemdylann slavers captured them. The Tulavarrans understand brute force, for all they’ve got a touch of psy power.” Coughing, Jareck came back to her. “And she knows damn well if she misbehaves, we’ll kill a few of her friends too. The deadly consequences in store keep them in line.”
Conor stared at her. She felt his gaze as if it was a physical force. “I’ll take your word for it. All I care about is you and your performer, as you call her, getting the job done for us the way the boss wants.” Brushing his hands as if to say he was done with them and their problems, he walked to the door.
Jareck rushed to grab her, towing her after the other man. “Oh, she’ll get the job done all right. These people are amazingly effective.”
The sunlight was blinding to Miriell. She took a deep breath of the fresh air and felt a flicker of energy from the planet’s living things. Much less than she usually picked up after emerging from the cryo pod, but the power was restorative, although she tried to hide the fact she was feeling better. The men led her toward a large, sleek groundcar, where a driver waited. The windows in the back were opaque. The driver opened the door for Conor, who climbed in without a second glance at his companions. Jareck shoved Miriell into the vehicle, and she fell awkwardly onto a plush seat, with no time to scoot over before her minder was pressing against her as he entered the car. He gave her a violent shove she knew would leave bruises where his hands connected with her body.
Biting her lip, she moved against the far door, which she could see was locked. Not that she could have done anything about it if the door was unlocked. The explosive collar cancelled any chance to escape. These people were too thorough.
“Sorry for the delay.” Jareck was all oily apology as he held out his hand to the woman seated across from them. “Jareck Treen, from the Devir 6 branch.”
The woman stared at his hand as if it were a dead fish and sipped her drink. “Conor, explain to this idiot that I don’t shake hands with the hired help. He’ll live longer if he understands the ground rules in my branch of the organization.”
“Lady Opherra most emphatically doesn’t interact with the rank and file,” the Combine soldier said, accepting a glass of feelgood from the woman. He drank the amber fluid in one gulp and poured himself a refill from the bar built into the compartment. 
Miriell licked her chapped lips and tried not to think about how thirsty she was.
Jareck shrugged, smoothed his hair and tucked his hand inside his jacket pocket. “However you want to play it. You asked for me. I didn’t volunteer.”
“In point of fact, we did not ask for you or anyone from your branch,” the woman said. “You and your—what do you call her? Your performer?” She gave Miriell a scathing up-and-down glance. “Were forced upon us by my boss, who evidently had quite the sales pitch from your boss the last time they met.”
“Oh.” Even the normally garrulous Jareck was at a loss for what to say.
The groundcar’s smoothly humming engine filled the silence.
Over the past four years of horror and captivity, Miriell had perfected the art of studying her captors carefully, seeking to understand and anticipate where the most danger would come from. Head bowed, hands folded meekly in her lap, she reached for the planet’s living energies—the plants, the animals, the fish, the birds—and although the feedback was curiously minimal, she let a tiny portion of her renewed power loose. The effort was unusually challenging. Taking a deep breath, she curbed her impatience and hoped her face remained expressionless. Cryo sleep affects me more each time I travel. At least, she hoped it was the effect of the technology the Combine forced her to submit to, and not her god leaching away power from one who was now so unworthy to hold it.
 Jareck shifted beside her, but she was well acquainted with the slimy green and gray representing his soul in her amplified vision. She needed to know what this Opherra, the woman in charge, was like. Outwardly, the boss was a sleek beauty, generously endowed with all the attractions the human men seemed to prefer—long shiny black hair, pale skin accented by perfectly painted ruby red lips. Her clothing was well made, intricately detailed. Golden rings and earrings completed her presentation. A woman of riches and power. Her soul was as Miriell expected—dull sullen reds threaded with black, and layers of the same slimy green and gray that defined Jareck. Hints of tarnished gold. Corruptive power. Miriell withdrew, afraid that one possessing so many aspects of the Shadow, even if human, would sense her scrutiny. Already hostile, Opherra mustn’t also become suspicious. No one rose to high rank inside the Amarotu Combine without being ruthless and possessing a highly developed situational awareness.
She almost didn’t bother with the bodyguard, Conor. She’d met many like him, men and women, at the facility where she was imprisoned. Some smarter and more ambitious than others, but all dedicated to the crime syndicate they’d sworn their lives to uphold. Thugs at best, killers at worst. No help to be had there, only danger.
She decided she might as well know how deep his cruelty and corruption ran, if only to armor herself against the near-hypnotic effect his voice had on her.
Her senses read him as obsidian, opaque black shields, to the core. One who hid all his dark secrets well. Hardly surprising. There was a wisp of sex between Opherra and him, reinforced by the proprietary hand the crime boss rested on the muscles of his upper thigh. Miriell realized she’d shaken her head. It’s no business of mine if these two sleep together.  Surprised by her own reaction, she straightened her spine, schooling her face to remain impassive. As she closed down her silent search, she stopped, caught by a flicker, a hint of pure cobalt blue fire, buried deep beneath the outer layers Conor presented to one such as her. Startled, she focused more sharply with her senses but the flame, if it had been there at all, flickered and vanished.
Only warriors of Thuun carry the blue fire.
But this man was no warrior of her god. Thuun held no sway here in this civilization. Her unanswered prayers and desperate pleas over the past four years since she and her people had been taken testified to the god’s absence. She raised her eyes to find him staring at her, oddly silver eyes narrowed, brow furrowed, as if he knew she was studying him. A tiny shiver of adrenaline coursed through her veins, and Miriell curled herself up a bit more tightly, averting her gaze to stare fixedly out the window at the sprawling city.
The self-protective action drew Opherra’s attention, followed immediately by her ire. “The woman’s appearance is hopeless. What can your bosses be thinking? Not only is her hair unusual and easily remembered, but that gaudy piece of metal around her neck screams cheap. Tawdry. And the gray tunic? Institutional.” The boss sniffed. “I can’t have someone dressed like an escapee from a prison in my company.”
“We usually work behind the scenes,” Jareck said, his voice filled with the blatant desire to please. “She doesn’t have to be in the room with the victim, once she knows who the target is.”
“Well, she’s going to be in the room this time. Luckily, we’ve a few hours to spare before tonight’s test run.” Opherra turned to Conor, holding her glass out for a refill. “Tell my assistant to bring some of her stock of clothing to the guest suite and outfit this person appropriately. If these people have to remain here any length of time, Tamlu will have to go shopping for the female.”
“Yes, boss.” Conor pulled out an AI and spoke quietly into it.
A few minutes later, the groundcar pulled up in front of a huge hotel, the building grander than anything Miriell had seen in her time in the Sectors. Conor handed Opherra out, and the pair swept into the lobby, Jareck and Miriell hurrying to keep up. The group took a gravlift to the penthouse, and she was terrified the entire time, but not for any amount of credits would she reach out to Jareck. She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered, the fear of falling paramount as the silvery grav stream carried them higher and higher.
She didn’t know how to quell the vertigo, so she focused on Conor’s back. He was so large, and there was something reassuring about his presence, even though he was one of her enemies. Would he try to catch her if she somehow fell down this shaft?
As if he’d heard her, he turned his head ever so slightly in her direction. Miriell averted her gaze, which was a mistake, as the rapidly moving, distorted reflections in the gravtube’s shiny surface reinforced her dizziness. The nausea left over from the cryo sleep manifested itself again, and she swallowed hard, terrified of throwing up in front of Opherra. She closed her eyes and prayed to Thuun, useless though the plea was.
A strong hand circled her wrist, carrying with it warmth she wanted to lean into for comfort. She realized her upward momentum had stopped, and she was floating motionless. 
“We’re here,” Conor said, drawing her onto the landing where the boss and Jareck stood.
He released her almost before she could register the fact he’d touched her, but the momentary contact left her both shaken and unaccountably reassured. Her wrist tingled where his fingers had rested. Jareck stepped into place next to her, holding her elbow tightly, and together they walked down the corridor behind Opherra and Conor. Miriell tried to calm her racing pulse and order her thoughts. 
Opherra continued on toward another gravlift at the end of the hall that would go up one more level to the master suite. Conor directed Jareck and Miriell into a suite of rooms along the way before rejoining his employer.
“Well, this ain’t half bad,” Jareck said, standing in the middle of their huge sitting room and pivoting to examine the lush appointments of the chamber. “Wish the ringmaster sent us on more jobs like this one’s shaping up to be. I could get used to traveling in the top circles. Maybe if we do a good enough job for Opherra, she’ll want to keep us in the lap of luxury.” He looked over his shoulder at Miriell. “Sit,” he said, pointing at the closest chair.
Obediently, she slid into the seat. She’d long ago stopped putting up any outward resistance to the way the Amarotu gang members treated her. Inside, where she burnished her hatred and planned their downfall, was a different story. Her moment would come, and when it did—
Jareck disappeared into the bedroom. She heard him exclaim in pleasure, followed by the sound of clinking glass. Miriell clenched her fists and bile rose in the back of her throat. Jareck was bad enough sober, but if there were expensive feelgoods, as she suspected, he’d become a sloppy, ugly drunk. Dangerous.
There was a knock at the door, and before Miriell could move, the portal swung open to reveal a smiling woman dressed in a hotel uniform. Apparently, the level of luxury in this hotel extended to human servants. 
“Housekeeping,” the intruder said with a cheery lilt. “Someone called for more towels. Apologies for disturbing you, miss. I didn’t realize the room was already occupied, but the door was unlocked, so—”
Miriell rose to her feet. “It’s not a problem. Please, go ahead.” She waved one hand toward the bedroom. Presumably, the bathroom was beyond.
Arms full of fluffy towels, the maid nodded and crossed the elaborately patterned carpet.
Taking one tentative step toward the still open door, Miriell glanced in the direction the woman had gone. She heard Jareck asking the maid a question, something about room service. Could it be this easy?
After four years, is freedom so close?
If I can get far enough away from Jareck, he won’t be able to use the explosive device. Stumbling from fear and anxiety, she ran to the door and slipped into the corridor. Fortunately, the hall was empty. Hugging the wall, Miriell searched for alternate exits but saw only the gravlift, so she forced herself to run to it. She slammed her hand on the panel, and the portal opened smoothly. Not giving herself time to be frightened, she leaped into the grav stream and let it carry her downward as above her the door closed again. How long would she have before Jareck realized she’d fled?
When she reached the lower floors of the hotel, other people were in the tube, apparently prevented somehow from ascending to the penthouse but able to use the gravlift unhindered below a certain level. For the most part, the other guests ignored her, although excitement and terror made her clumsy, and she bumped into several. She exited at the lobby along with a group of excitedly chattering tourists, human and nonhuman sentients, all babbling about the temple ruins on their itinerary for the day’s trip. Scurrying in their wake through the crowded entrance hall, she hoped a casual observer would think her part of the group.
The outer doors opened at her approach, and a burst of adrenaline propelled her onto the sidewalk in a rush, jostling a couple who’d paused to check their AI’s. Murmuring an apology, she stepped away. Which way? What now? Frantic, she set off to the left toward what appeared to be a main street with heavy groundcar traffic.  The necklace bobbed around her neck as she ran. No one had ever told her what the range of the controller was but the more distance she put between herself and Jareck, the more hopeful she felt. And the police the Amarotu were always talking about with loathing would be able to remove it, wouldn’t they? 
Reaching the thoroughfare, Miriell stopped in confusion. There were so many people and so many vehicles. How did one find these police?
“Excuse me—” She tried to stop one of the hurrying citizens, but he shrugged her off and shouldered past, as did the next person.
Changing tactics, Miriell approached a woman waiting with two small children to cross the street. “How do I find the police?”
“Now, darling, no need for involving the cops. The authorities have better things to do.” The deep voice swirled around her as Conor hauled her in, not ungently, and held her close in a parody of affectionate care.  His arms were like steel around her, his muscles unyielding. “I told you, the hotel will be able to take care of the problem.”
Pushing against him in frustration, Miriell swore at Conor in her own language. To be so close to escaping…
Mouth open, the woman was staring at them. As her children tugged at her hands, she said directly to Miriell, “Are you all right?”
“My wife’s fine,” Conor answered smoothly. “Aren’t you, honey? We just arrived today. She gets disoriented a bit by cryo sleep.  Waking dreams for the first day or so. You know how it is, I’m sure. I’ll get her back to the hotel, get some nice hot tea into her, and she’ll be herself again, good as ever. Thanks for your concern.”
Conor’s grip was now crushing her elbow. Miriell nodded, fighting back tears. “I’m sorry to have bothered you. I hope I didn’t frighten the children.”
Uncertain, hesitant, the woman scooped up her smaller child, tightened her grip on the other and sprinted across the street as the traffic paused in obedience to signals Miriell didn’t see.
“Not your smartest move,” Conor said in a low voice as he pulled Miriell away, retreating toward the hotel. “We have to get you back to the room before Opherra learns you escaped. Her punishments tend to be swift and harsh. Fortunately, she’s addicted to long baths, so we have a window of opportunity.”
“Please—” She knew there was no mercy to be had from an Amarotu soldier, but it was heartbreaking to come so close to escaping the nightmare her life had become. She sagged in his hold as her knees weakened. “I’m nothing to you. Let me go, I beg you.”
He shook his head, gripping her arm more tightly as he pulled her along. “You’re part of my boss’s operation. It’s my job to secure her assets and watch her back. Can’t have you picked up by the police. When I realized you were in the lobby by yourself, I called the room and told Jareck to let me handle it. He won’t trigger the necklace, don’t worry. But if you aren’t under his control by the time Opherra becomes aware of the breach, she’ll order your death, likely as not.”  He glanced at her. “Haven’t you ever heard where there’s life, there’s hope? My advice is live to fight another day.”
“Not for such as me. Hope fled a long time ago.” She shook her head, angrily brushing at her tears with her free hand. Belatedly, she tried to summon her power, to break free of this man and run, but she was too upset to find the necessary inner calm, and only flickers answered her call. Conor marched her through the lobby and into the gravlift, intimidating an elderly couple who tried to enter when he did. He took her aloft so rapidly that Miriell had a hard time breathing.
“By the way, for future reference, many of the local police are on the Amarotu payroll.” As they entered the hall and headed toward the room, he added in a low voice, “I’ll swear you didn’t talk to anyone. Otherwise, you’re on your own.”
The moment she crossed the threshold, Jareck sprang at her, grabbing her away from Conor and backhanding her across the face so viciously she fell. Swearing and calling her obscene names, he moved to kick her, and Miriell curled up to protect herself, well aware of the damage he could inflict.
The blow never landed. When she peeked cautiously, Conor had Jareck in a choke hold, slammed against the far wall. “No need for violence. She saw an opening, and she took it. We’d probably do the same in her place. No harm done—I got her back safely.” He glanced over his shoulder at Miriell. “Can you stand?”
Shaking, she grabbed at the chair next to her and struggled to her feet. Her cheek ached, and her head spun.
“If you think Opherra took exception to your prisoner’s clothes, wait till you see how the boss reacts to the bruise across her face,” Conor said. He gave Jareck a shove and let him go.
“What does she care?” Jareck straightened his clothes and gave Miriell a baleful look.
“About the woman? Not at all. About her appearance? Opherra is high-class, high-end, supernova. That’s her cover and her image. She can’t have anyone in her orbit who appears to be an assault victim. Too many questions might get asked.”
There was a knock, and another woman breezed into the room, arms full of clothing. “Opherra said to bring a variety of choices, so here I am.” She stopped, gazing from one person to the next and gasping when she looked at Miriell.
I must be bruising spectacularly. Or else this woman’s never seen a nonhuman sentient up close before. She sank into the chair, trying to close herself off from the gathering, to put herself into a peaceful state, but her cheek hurt and her hip ached where she’d fallen.
“Here.” Conor handed her some ice wrapped in a towel. He moved to the door. “She’s going to need makeup to cover the offensive mark the punk gave her just now, Tamlu. Do your best—we have an hour before we go out to dinner.”
The room felt empty with Conor gone. 
After gathering up the dresses, Tamlu came to where Miriell sat. “We…we’d better get to work if you have to leave in an hour. The boss is an impatient woman, and bad things happen when people keep her waiting.” She glanced over at Jareck. “Did someone think to get you appropriate clothes? The restaurant is five stars, very posh.”
“Yeah, I got something. Had the hotel send a suit up from the boutique and charged it to Opherra’s account.” He poured himself a drink. Gesturing at Miriell with the glass and sloshing the feelgood on the carpet in the process, he said, “Don’t think you’re off the hook for today’s little trick. You and me will discuss it later, without any more interference from the local muscle. Now behave yourself and cooperate.”
“Yes.”
“Yes, what?” He fingered the controller for the necklace.
Even though she knew he’d never trigger it in the current situation, she shivered and sat up straighter. “Yes, sir.”
Jareck stared belligerently at Opherra’s assistant. “The performer doesn’t leave the room without me, got it, Tammy, or whatever your name is? She gives you any trouble or back talk, you call me.”
Lips in a thin line, Tamlu nodded.
Satisfied, he strolled into the bedroom and shut the door.



CHAPTER TWO
 
Punching a hole in the wall was probably the only thing that’d be capable of dispelling the anger riding him, but as usual he kept the emotion bottled up, greeting the people he met in the corridor on the way to his room with a grin and a joke. Once Conor stepped inside the relative security of his suite, he took off his jacket and removed his shoulder holster. Walking to the bureau to set down the concealed blaster, he stood for a long moment, head bowed, breathing deeply, attempting to set aside his emotions. The events of the afternoon didn’t sit well with him.
What the seven hells kind of circus had the Devir 6 branch sent into Opherra’s territory? And how much trouble was the unusual team going to cause? The so-called handler was a loose asteroid if he’d ever seen one—watching the way he’d treated the alien woman who was his prisoner, it had been all Conor could do not to kill him on the spot. Jareck had enjoyed terrorizing her. Well, not around me, he won’t.
He sat on the bed to take off his shoes. Although she acted cowed and compliant, he had a feeling Miriell—was that her name?—was hiding all her personality and a lot of emotion inside. Given the chance, she might take her own revenge on Jareck. Ballsy move, to run when the maid left the door open. He almost regretted the fact he’d seen her and had had no choice but to recapture her. But what a disaster if Miriell had found a police officer to listen to her, either one in Opherra’s pay, or one who was clean. All kinds of complications either way. Rising to shed his pants, he cursed. And what if she’d been grabbed by someone else? Someone who saw opportunity when it ran by, wide-eyed and innocent? Ignorant of so much about the Sectors? Miriell would have been prey in a big, nasty city. No way could he have turned a blind eye. There’d have been hell to pay if Opherra had known about the incident while it was occurring.
Walking naked into the bathroom, he entered the large shower enclosure and activated the pulsing jets. Miriell never left his thoughts as he lathered. She was thinner than she ought to be, judging by her frame. If the ringmaster made her travel by cryo container often, and she reacted badly every time, no wonder she seemed fragile and ill. Her face was sure lovely, though, arresting, with those big green and gold eyes that could change in a moment, like the depths of a beautiful ocean, as her thoughts shifted. 
“You’ve got it bad,” he said to himself. “The two of them are here to do a job for the boss, and then they go away again. End of story. Leave it alone.” Protecting someone else’s prisoner wasn’t in his job description, although everything about Miriell and her situation was arousing his instinct to shield and safeguard. Her unusual beauty and spirit were appealing to him on another level.
The barbaric necklace needs to come off.
He flipped the water regulator to ice cold and made himself go over the arrangements for the evening’s events.
 
Miriell allowed Tamlu to choose a dress and accessories and do whatever she wanted as far as makeup to disguise the bruise Jareck had inflicted. She sank into her self-defensive posture, putting up only passive resistance as far as she dared, not uttering a word. Someday, these people would feel her vengeance, if Thuun gave her a chance and the power to execute his will. Today wasn’t the day. Today, she had to survive, and that was all. Exactly the advice Conor offered. Biting her lip, she yanked her mind away from thoughts of the soldier. As the other woman fussed with her hair and applied cosmetics to her skin, Miriell reflected on her ruined escape attempt. She wasn’t sorry she’d made the try, but clearly, it wasn’t going to be so simple to find the mysterious police and ask for help. Still, this assignment away from her home base was unusual enough in its parameters to generate another opportunity.
“All right, I can’t do any more. Your hair is beautiful, distinctive, but can’t be styled, apparently. Soft and loose tendrils around your face it is.” Tamlu stepped away from the chair, head tilted, assessing the results of her efforts. “I wish I was going to be an insect on the wall at this dinner.” She checked the still closed door to the bedroom. Leaning closer to Miriell, she said, “His type—all street bravado and mouthy—don’t get on too well with the boss. She likes men smooth and smart, like Conor. Adults.”
Miriell was tempted to ask about Conor but stopped herself. He protected Opherra’s interests and his own skin, like all these thugs. To remind herself no one around her could be trusted, she let a flicker of her power touch Tamlu while the woman packed up her cosmetics and hair products and collected the rejected dresses. No gray-green of true evil clung to Tamlu, the beige of the weak and untrustworthy predominating. 
Jareck emerged from the bedroom, wearing a gray suit made of a fabric with an iridescent sheen. The shirt was pink, with a loud pattern in green and blue. His hair was slicked back, and he wore two flashy pinkie rings, one on either hand. “Is she ready?” He strutted to the chair, and Miriell rose rather than be manhandled, wobbling a bit on the spiky heels Tamlu had provided.
“I’ve done what I can.” Tamlu blinked as she looked at Jareck’s outfit a second time. “You sure will stand out in a crowd.”
The man preened visibly and gave her a wink.
There was a knock at the door, and Conor entered, wearing a black suit cut so elegantly across his broad shoulders he resembled a trideo star. Surveying Miriell from head to toe, he nodded to Tamlu. “Good job.” Leaning closer to Miriell, he said, “Very pretty.”
She let the compliment pass with no remark or acknowledgment. It mattered not at all to her what she wore or how pleasing or displeasing her appearance might be while she was a prisoner, forced to serve the Amarotu.
“We’re to meet Opherra in the lobby in five minutes,” he said, one eyebrow raised as Miriell remained silent. “Let’s go.”
The trip out of the room and to the lobby via gravlift was made in silence, Jareck apparently wary of Conor. Her controller kept his hand on Miriell’s arm above the elbow, as if he was her solicitous boyfriend or lover. She hated the feel of his skin on hers, but it was a small indignity in the endless series of indignities she was forced to endure. Hardly worth a second thought. 
Until the day she could finally take revenge for herself and all her people.
They’d no sooner reached the lobby and taken up a position beside a gold-flecked stone pillar than Opherra swept into the chamber, drawing all eyes as she sauntered across the floor to them. Her dress was scarlet, low-necked to show off both her cleavage and the jewels she wore. A priceless white fur cape trailed carelessly off her shoulder, dragging on the tiled floor. Conor stepped forward to rescue the fur and settle it more securely around her shoulders. She rewarded him with a smile as brilliant and sensual as it was fake, according to Miriell’s highly tuned senses. 
The boss came to a halt in front of Jareck and Miriell, giving her a glance before moving on to her controller. Opherra shuddered. “If we weren’t late already, I’d send you back upstairs to change,” she said, as if Jareck was a child. “Where did you get the unspeakable lounge-lizard getup?”
“The manager of the hotel store said it was top-of-the-line.” Face flushed, the thug checked his attire and spread his hands, palms up. “What? I’m a hell of a lot flashier than Mr. Tall, Dark and Dull here.”
Opherra leaned close so no one else could hear her. “You may work for another branch of the family firm, but you’re in my territory and therefore under my command. Don’t go getting an inflated ego. I like to puncture those. And other things.” She pivoted to Conor, her tone sharp. “Take him shopping tomorrow, on their credits, not mine. He’s passable enough for dinner—barely—but he can’t wear that or a similar abomination to the charity event.”  Then she raked Miriell up and down with a scathing glance. “Assuming I can be persuaded these two are any use to me at all.”
The drive from the hotel to the restaurant was quiet, Opherra and Conor talking in low tones, their heads together, her hand caressing his thigh again. Miriell could feel Jareck’s anger and embarrassment as he sat beside her, but he gave no outward sign, other than constantly drumming his fingers on the armrest. She had a feeling he blamed Conor somehow for not steering him to clothes Opherra would approve of.
Once the car reached the restaurant, Opherra swept inside as if she were a queen and the entire planet her domain. Miriell and the others trailed behind her as the boss was taken immediately to a highly desirable table with a breathtaking view of the unending cityscape. Twinkling lights of all colors stretched to the horizon in all directions. Opherra declined the menus and ordered for the table without asking anyone’s preferences. The restaurant was crowded with couples and well-dressed family groups. A trio of musicians played softly in the far corner of the room.
It was at the third course when Opherra suddenly leaned over and said to Jareck, “I want a demonstration of what the performer can do. Prove to me you can be of assistance in what I need.”
“Can you give me a few more details on what you want me to make her do?” Jareck asked.
Miriell felt nauseated as her muscles tensed while she waited to learn what atrocious act she’d be required to perform now, what perversion of her Thuun-given gifts would be demanded.
“The end game is to help me attract a particular influential gentleman who’s been curiously resistant to my charms,” Opherra said, her lips twisted in annoyance. “I need him in thrall to me for our plans here to move forward. In too deep to back out when I reveal my true agenda. No names, but he’s key. My boss is tired of waiting for the standard ploys to yield results.”
“Is he here?”
She shook her head. “Of course not. I need to see these abilities in action before I risk my entire operation on an unknown.” Glancing around the restaurant, she laughed. “Oh yes, an excellent target for the demonstration I want. You see that blonde woman, the one with her husband, the older couple and three children? I’ve never seen anyone less likely to commit suicide. Make her throw herself off the balcony, and I’ll be a believer.” She drummed her talonlike red fingernails on the tablecloth. “Now.”
Miriell’s heart sank. The target was clearly happy, surrounded by her family, and had been casually targeted by Opherra to die just to prove a point. She gathered her power, which was curiously difficult to do, perhaps because she was so repelled by the task, and hummed the death song under her breath. Reaching out with her senses, she found the tiniest gray in the unfortunate woman’s vivid colors. Each sentient had their private sorrows and constant worries. Miriell worked to expand the gray, suppress the other colors. The woman’s companions were oblivious to her sudden silence, because the lively children were laughing and talking so happily. Suddenly, there were gasps as the target of Miriell’s attack rose abruptly from the table, knocking her chair into the person next to her. Face blank, the woman strode toward the edge of the dining area and the observation platform that built over thin air. It had safety rails, but nothing robust enough to stop a determined adult from pitching headfirst to the ground hundreds of feet below.  Her husband raced after her, but she had a head start and was increasing her speed as she went. 
Hoping no one would notice what she was doing, Miriell continued her pressure on the woman but began to subtly affect one of the waiters carrying a huge load of dishes until, at literally the last second, he backed away from a table and collided with the suicidal woman, sending them both reeling and collapsing to the floor, tangled together, covered in food and broken crockery. Miriell released her hold on both sentients and fell back in her chair. Hand shaking, she reached for her glass of water and sipped, although her throat was nearly closed from stress. Please let that be enough of a demonstration for Opherra.
As she set the glass down, she realized Conor was watching her, silver-gray eyes narrowed.
In the next moment, he turned his attention to Opherra, who was patting her ruby lips with a napkin and laughing. “Not the outcome I requested, but I’m impressed. We’ll have to make sure there are no clumsy waiters in the vicinity tomorrow night.” The crime boss stared at Miriell, studying her. “Fascinating. You’re sure she’s under adequate control?”
Jareck waved the black AI. “She knows what’ll happen to her if she disobeys or fails. Two more of her people will be erased as well, later at our home base. Not all of them come equipped with the abilities Miriell here has, but the ordinary people work nicely as hostages for her good behavior. Don’t worry, we have these aliens well trained.”
She didn’t care what he boasted about—she’d heard all the threats before. Miriell fought for breath as her field of vision narrowed and her head swam. Clenching her fists to her chest, she leaned over, wheezing. Never had she had so much reaction to the use of her power. Maybe Thuun was growing tired of her compliance with these evil ones.
“I think your girl is in trouble,” Conor said, rising to come around the table to her side. 
“She’s never reacted like this before.” Jareck stared at Miriell. He shook her. “Hey, stop faking.”
“We’re attracting too much attention now, even with the cozy family scene going on by the railing.” Opherra threw her napkin on the table as the maître d’ bustled over. “We’re fine,” she said to the concerned man. “My companion gets these asthma attacks fairly often, a medical condition with no explanation. Not your fault at all. Dinner was excellent by the way, my compliments to the chef.” She swept away from the table as Conor and Jareck raised Miriell to her feet.
She wanted to lean into Conor’s strength, enemy though he was, but Jareck took a proprietary stance, holding her close. “Come on, sweetie,” he said for the hovering manager’s benefit. Casting Conor a glance as if he were the underling, he kept talking, his tone officious. “Pay the man, would you?”
“We have an account here.” Conor trailed them through the restaurant. “Monthly billings.”
If she’d felt better, Miriell would have laughed at Jareck’s embarrassment. He’s totally out of his league here. These people are so far above the ones who own me.
Her memories of leaving the building and the car ride to the hotel were hazy, bits and pieces. She remembered hearing an argument between Conor and Jareck about trying to find a doctor who could be trusted and knew anything about the medical problems nonhuman sentients like herself might encounter.
Opherra shut the discussion down, interrupting Conor as he suggested a name. “No doctor. She gets well on her own, or we dispose of the body. She’s not my asset. Maybe she’ll be helpful, and maybe she won’t. Her demonstration was good, as far as it went.” A shrug sent the white fur slipping off her shoulders again.
At the hotel, Conor handed the crime boss out of the groundcar and said over his shoulder, “I’ll come check on you two in a bit, see how she’s doing.”
Jareck hauled Miriell from the car so roughly she tripped. He adjusted his demeanor when the valet and the doormen gaped at him. Holding her close, he whispered fiercely in her ear, “You’d better get over this…this…whatever it is. You’d better not ruin my chances for a bonus.”
“I don’t know what’s wrong.” She kept her feet with an effort as he hurried her to the gravlift. 
 
Miriell lay on the couch, fully dressed, working as hard as she could to stay calm, to slow her racing heart and to breathe. The room was dark, Jareck having headed out to the hotel’s elegant casino hours ago. She wondered if his bosses had any idea how deep his gambling obsession ran, or about his other addictions. Maybe they didn’t care. Maybe that was part of how the Combine kept him securely in their thrall. He’d take one risk too many on some trip of theirs, or so she hoped. Opherra certainly didn’t seem like the type to overlook his habits, and she had a demonstrably short temper. Jareck could be flirting with his own execution. But then, what would a heartless crime boss like Opherra do with Miriell?
There was a click as the door opened, and she sat up as far as she could, surprised Jareck would leave the pleasures he loved this early in the evening.
As the light flashed on, she realized with relief that the newcomer was Conor. He paused on the threshold, eyes narrowed, assessing the room. “I said I’d come to check on you. Where’s Jareck?”
“He went out.” Tempted to betray the controller’s vices, she held her tongue. She had no allies, no reason to trust anyone, but she knew Jareck’s temper. There was no guarantee she’d help herself by making trouble for him and all too much risk he’d make her pay dearly for the breach. There was nothing but rivalry between him and Conor.
The Amarotu soldier walked to the couch and stared at her. “How’s your breathing? Will you be able to do what Opherra needs tomorrow night?”
“I think so, “she lied, before giving him a truth as well. “I’ve never had this problem before. Thank you for trying to talk them into finding a doctor for me earlier in the car.”
“He shouldn’t have left you alone.”
For a second, Miriell felt warmed by the concern, but then she realized he was probably referring to her earlier escape attempt and fears she might make another. Irritated, she flipped the blanket aside, revealing the shackles anchoring her to the elaborate carved arms of the heavy couch. “This room is bigger and much more luxurious than my cell at the home base, but a prison still. Rest assured, I won’t be running again.”
His lips tightened, and an expression of distaste flickered across his face, gone so fast she thought she might have been mistaken.
Miriell pulled the cover over herself again, embarrassed to have revealed her bonds and, even worse, shown a tiny of piece of her genuine emotions. It’s not my fault I’m a prisoner. There’s no shame attached to me here. But the feeling lingered. She hated being lesser in this man’s eyes.
“I’ll turn the lights out so you can rest,” he said, striding toward the door.
“Please, can you do one thing for me?” She hated to ask for anything from these people, but her breathing wasn’t improving, and she was frightened. Jareck wouldn’t show up for hours, if at all, and when he did, his mood might be volcanic if he’d lost, or he might be too drunk to pay any attention to her. At least Conor had tried to get a doctor for her.
Hand already on the door, he paused, glancing over his shoulder. “What do you need? Water?”
She gestured at a huge bouquet the hotel had placed on the table at the other end of the capacious sitting room. “Could you bring those closer to me? Maybe on the floor next to the couch?”
He threw back his head and laughed. “Lady, that’s the strangest request I’ve ever heard. You like the smell? Do you eat them? What?”
She bit her lip. Giving the people who held her prisoner any information was a bad idea and a possible betrayal of the other captives from her world, but her chest ached from the effort to draw breath, and she felt dangerously weak.
Conor strolled closer. “No answer? I’m not touching the flowers till you explain.”
“I draw my power from the plants, the living essences of a planet,” she said reluctantly as he waited. “Since coming to this world, I’ve become increasingly debilitated. I thought it was the aftereffects of the cryo sleep, but the condition is clearly getting worse.”
“This planet is entirely covered by the city,” he said. “No forests, no fields, damn few parks, one shallow ocean covered with floating cities and no known sea life remaining. The residents import all their foodstuffs.” As he spoke, he walked to the table and lifted the vase containing the bouquet, bringing it to her. He set the towering arrangement on the carpet and stepped back. “Now what?”
She leaned over awkwardly, as the shackles kept her lower body in place, and cupped the flowers with her hands, closing her eyes and humming as she attempted to pull strength from the arrangement. She felt flickers of warmth and energy, but they were pitifully faint. “Thank you,” she said.
“You don’t look much better, and I still hear the rattle in your chest.”
“These plants are cut, already dying. I can’t draw much from them, but anything helps.”
“I see the blooms wilting in front of my eyes, but I don’t see you improving.” Hands on his hips, he studied her. “Would it help to be in a garden?”
She nodded. “To be outdoors, in the midst of growing things, would be such a relief. But Jareck is unlikely to be willing to seek out such for me. He…he doesn’t know the source of our power. I shouldn’t have told you, but I’m so scared. It’s hard not to have adequate breath in my lungs.” She made herself shut up. Why was she babbling to this Amarotu thug?  Because he seemed less cruel than some? Because I thought I saw the flicker of blue flame in him, but I can’t trust the omen. Thuun has no warriors here.
He crouched beside the couch so he could stare into her eyes. “The hotel has a small garden, used for daytime ceremonies, weddings and the like. I could escort you there for an hour or two. Opherra doesn’t need me right now.”
She closed her eyes against a sudden flood of tears.  The longing to be surrounded by growing things was overwhelming, a hunger gnawing at her. But his suggestion was impossible.  She gestured at her shackled ankles. “Jareck took the key.”
Conor touched her shoulder so she’d look at him.  He smoothed one green curl away from her face. “Hey, I know a trick or two for opening restraints. No problem. But there is one condition—give me your word you won’t use your power on me or try to run again while we’re in the garden.”
She laughed, having to bite her lip to keep from descending into hysteria. “My word? My honor is long gone, shredded and destroyed by the things I’ve been forced to do.” She shook her head. “I’m a disgraced priestess indeed, and you shouldn’t trust any oath I swear. Thuun has turned his face from me for all the black deeds I’ve committed to stay alive and to keep my people alive.”
Conor studied her face, his silver-gray eyes intent. “I think there’s honor there still, Priestess, buried deep. But let’s declare a truce between the two of us instead, one good only for the time it takes to visit the garden, rejuvenate however you accomplish the task and circle back here. Can you agree?”
“Why do you want to help me?”
“Opherra needs you to achieve her objective.”
Voice flat, eyes averted, he gave her the answer she’d expected. But as he spoke, she sent a tendril of her waning power to allow her to see to the inner core of the man. The obsidian black walls were still there. He was no different than many Amarotu soldiers she’d encountered—not intrinsically evil but loyal to their paymasters, too deeply invested in the criminal enterprise and its rewards to ever try to leave the system, much less to help one such as her. There was no profit in assisting her. Yet, tiny threads of the pure blue showed themselves, as if nearly crushed by the black. This Conor was intriguing.
She licked her lips. “And for your side of the bargain, will you swear not to reveal what I’ve explained about my power?”
Now it was his turn to laugh. “Lady, if you think I
have any honor, you’re sadly mistaken. I won’t spill the beans unless Opherra needs to know. She doesn’t care about the hows and the whys, unless they affect the swift accomplishment of her objective.”
Miriell nodded. “Truce, then.”
He made quick work of the restraints on her ankles, his face set in a frown as he gauged how tight the metal circles had been, leaving harsh red marks on her skin, but he made no comment. He helped her sit up and then stand as she rocked slightly against the couch, light-headed, feet tingling as circulation increased. Jareck had been extremely angry when he’d put on the restraints. Putting one arm around her waist, Conor drew her toward the door. They emerged into the now deserted corridor, and he took her in the opposite direction from the gravlift.
“We can use the servants’ lift. Probably no traffic at all at this time of the night.”
Walking was difficult with the way her legs trembled and her head swam, but she feared he might refuse to continue the excursion if she couldn’t move on her own power. Thugs tended to be short on patience. It was already amazing he was willing to help her at all. She hoped he had no other agenda, but the need to connect with the energy of growing things outweighed the risks of an attack. Besides, he carries those few threads of blue deep within, no matter what he says. Surely he wouldn’t seek to prey on me.
He paused in an alcove and did something she couldn’t see that resulted in a portal sliding open to reveal a gravlift tube. Entering the antigrav stream was a relief, as she could float for a few moments, descending at his side. Reaching a level below the lobby, they walked quickly through a long, featureless corridor, emerging to climb a short flight of stairs at the rear of the hotel. Conor guided her to the left. “It’s not much farther. Doing okay?”
“I’d crawl to reach an oasis of growing things.”
“Well, that won’t be necessary.” His chuckle was deep. “If the readout on this situation and your condition hits red alert, I’ll carry you.”
 The hike ended at a closed gate. She could smell the perfume of flowers and the fresh scent of greenery on the other side of the high wall and moaned, pressing her hand to her mouth to stop the sound.
“Gate’s locked,” he said.
“Let me guess—you’re as good at unlocking gates as you were with the shackles.” She leaned against the coolness of the stone wall, resting her cheek on a smooth panel between two ornate carvings. “At least, I hope so.”
He laughed, and a moment later, the gate slid open on silent tracks. Taking her by the elbow, he escorted her into the garden, closing the barricade behind them by hand. “Just in case, because we don’t need company.”
Miriell shed her shoes and walked across the lush surface she knew was some kind of grass, kept ruthlessly trimmed to form a carpet. She stood in the center of the expanse, wriggling her toes, pulling strength from the planet in this small space of growing things. Nothing but a shadow in the moonlight, Conor stayed on the path, watching her. 
“There are trees and flowering bushes in this direction,” he said.
“How do you know?”
“It’s my business to know all the details of any location my boss frequents.”
The reminder of the realities, delivered in his deep voice without inflection, cast a damper on her joy. He held out his hand, and she walked to join him. Leaving her shoes behind, he drew her deeper into the pocket garden until she stood under the canopy of three ancient trees, beds of flowers all around. Humming, Miriell knelt first by the flowers, absorbing their life-giving essence without doing harm, for here the plants were only conduits for her to tap into the planet slumbering below the harsh city blotting out the surface.
He went to lean against the nearest tree, showing a decided preference for remaining in the shadows. “You’re practically glowing. This must be helping, then?”
Her breathing was easier, and the muscles of her chest unclenched. The rattle and wheeze disappeared. “I would bless you for this gift had I the right to call upon Thuun for such things any longer.” Rising, she moved to the tree opposite the one he’d chosen and placed her hands on the gnarled trunk, palms down. Touching her forehead to the rough bark, she closed her eyes and hummed one of the simpler hymns. It wouldn’t do to take too much from this place, to siphon so much energy that the living things who also needed lifeforce perished. The planet’s bounty felt so smooth and strong, flowing into her from the depths via through the tree’s extensive root system.
As if he’d read her thoughts, Conor said, “We probably can’t do this field trip twice, so you’d better take what you need, however you’re doing it.”
Her protest was instantaneous, instinctive. “I can’t overtax the garden. It’s well tended but fragile, in the middle of the cold city of stone and metal.”
“Even if it’s the difference between your own life or death?”
Deciding not to answer him, she changed to a different song and added words, keeping her voice soft.
When she finished, he said, “I have no idea what the lyrics meant, but the song was beautiful. I’ll take the private concert as fair trade for bringing you here.”
“A Combine lackey who appreciates alien music?” She made her voice scornful. Sinking to the grass, she leaned her back against the tree and stared through the canopy of rustling leaves at the starry sky. None of the constellations were familiar, of course. Her world lay in some faraway portion of the galaxy. 
“What are you thinking?” he asked, voice quiet in the still night air.
“Nothing happy.” She gave voice to her memories.  “As Jareck said so dismissively at the spaceport earlier today, we didn’t even know we lived on what you call a planet until the evil ones swooped down from the cold stars, killing and capturing.” She ran her hand across the grass, tiny green sparks flying as her energy renewed. “No prophecy ever uttered in the temples foresaw this fate for me, or those taken with me.”
“Who attacked you?”
“Does it matter?” Her answer was bitter, but then she thought about his kindness in bringing her here and found no reason to withhold what little she knew. “I’ve been told they’re called the Shemdylann.”
“Heard of them. Fierce enemies. Why didn’t you use your powers on them? Fight back?”
She made a sound of disgust. “Our powers are ineffective against the creatures. No effect at all. And the invaders had weapons such as we’d never imagined. Blasters against crossbows and swords.” She choked back a sob. She never spoke of these things or allowed herself to remember—why was she answering his questions? Because he was kind to me, because the sound of his voice is so calming, because his touch—
Angry at herself, she abandoned the thought. “How did you come to be Amarotu?”
There was silence, broken only by the whisper of a slight breeze through the foliage.
“I used to be an elite soldier,” he said, voice tight. “Things happened. I was dishonorably discharged after spending time in the brig. The only place I could find work after Command threw me out of the service was as a Combine enforcer. I have the right…skill set, shall we say? Then I climbed the ranks beside Opherra and became her second-in-command when she took over the operations in this area.”
Her attention was caught. Something in his words didn’t ring true to her. With her refreshed and enhanced power, she probed deep into his aura and detected the dull rusty red of a lie. The tiny blue flames flickered. What is he lying about, and why would he bother lying to me?
“Miriell, we had a truce.”
Startled at his perception, she shut her search off.  “I apologize. It’s instinctive to me, a survival skill in my current life, but I meant no harm.” Curious, she asked, “How did you know I was using my power?”
“We’d better be getting back. I don’t want to have to answer any awkward questions from my boss. Your questions I can ignore.” Thus pushing aside her inquiry, he shoved away from the tree. “I hope you’ve gotten enough of whatever it is you need.”
Getting to her feet, she brushed off her skirt and nodded. “Thank you. I feel much better.”
“If Jareck and his bosses don’t know your secret, how do you and the others manage to stay alive? Is your base on a planet with a lot of greenery?”
“Devir 6 is a desert, but still there are growing things, energy we can pull from. I hate the cryo sleep, but it’s probably a good thing the Combine forces me to travel hidden in those containers since I’m undocumented. I’m not sure I’d survive on a long space journey otherwise.”
“If the ship is big enough, it has a hydroponics area, sort of a water garden,” he said.
Side by side, not touching, they strolled to where she’d kicked off her shoes. He waited while she slid the heeled sandals onto her feet, leaning against him, fingertips resting lightly on his rock-hard arm for balance. There was silence between them as they made their way from the garden after Conor locked the gate and re-entered the hotel, taking the employee gravlift, much to the puzzlement of two maids. 
Conor winked at them. “Snuck out with my girl,” he said. “Don’t tell on me.” The maids giggled and got off at the next floor.
He let Miriell into the suite she shared with Jareck, who luckily was still absent. 
Sad at the end of the respite from her depressing reality, she went to recline on the couch. “It was a lovely change in my routine as a prisoner. Thank you.”
“Nothing’s changed.” His voice was harsh as he picked up the shackles to lock them around her ankles. His touch, however, was gentle, and he didn’t make them nearly as constricting as Jareck had. “Bastard will be too drunk to remember how much he tightened them, I’m sure.”
He took the now wilted and blackening bouquet back to the side table.
“You’re probably right.” She fumbled with the blanket. 
He came over and took the fabric from her, laying it over her carefully. “Will you be warm enough?”
“I have to be. This is all Jareck gave me.” She shrugged. “He’ll remember that detail.”
Conor looked as if he was going to say more, but then walked away. Miriell forced herself not to watch him as he flicked the lights off and left the room, closing the door behind him.



CHAPTER THREE
 
The next day passed slowly for Miriell, confined to the couch. Jareck released her to go to the bathroom a few times and take a shower in the late afternoon. His eyes were red and his gait unsteady after his night of revels, but his mood was upbeat. “I won some pretty substantial pots,” he said over their shared lunch from room service, not that she cared, but he clearly wanted to boast to someone. “Piles of credits. I like this assignment so far. Beats some of the others we’ve done. High-class hotel and all the trimmings. This is the life. Too bad if you help Opherra snag this guy she wants tonight, then we’re on our way back to base tomorrow, or whenever the next ship leaves.”
“I don’t think Opherra would take it well if I fail for her.” Miriell kept conversation with Jareck to a minimum at all times, but she couldn’t resist pointing the fact out.
“No.” He shuddered and pointed his fork at her. “This time, be sure you carry through to the end, not like the woman at the restaurant, although it was funny. The expression on the waiter’s face!” Mouth open, still chewing, he guffawed. “This job does have its moments. I about bust my gut when the dishes and the food went flying. Better than a comedy trideo. Maybe I should have you force people to do more slapstick stuff when we’re out and about. Relieve the boredom.”
In the afternoon, Tamlu came with the usual armful of cosmetics and dresses and spent two hours getting a docile Miriell properly done up for the evening’s expensive festivities. As she worked, the garrulous assistant gossiped a bit about Opherra. “I think she has a sneaking fondness for this guy you’re going to meet at the charity event. Or maybe she’s intrigued because he hasn’t fallen at her feet yet. He’s a challenge. She didn’t much appreciate the big boss insisting on bringing you in to help persuade the rich industrialist to fall for her, let me tell you. Not only does she not want anyone sharing the credit for acquiring this guy as a patsy, but she’s super-competitive with your boss, the ringmaster. Took Conor hours to calm her down after the order came through.”
“What does he think about this situation?” It was unprecedented for Miriell to ask a question. She didn’t care about these people who owned her, but she was curious about Conor. “Is he jealous of her seducing someone else?”
Tamlu moved to paint elaborate eye makeup on Miriell’s left eyelid. “Don’t move, honey. Jealous? Of what? There’s nothing between him and Opherra. Not anymore. She takes all the good-looking ones to her bed eventually, like some kind of initiation, but she doesn’t keep them. Life is a moving feast to our boss lady.” Tamlu paused, brush in midair, motes of colored powder drifting away. A small smile played over her lips. “I pick up the pieces when she’s had enough. Well, usually. Not with Conor. Man’s a monk.” She went back to work with renewed energy. “Now, if you were asking me about Saviano—” Spreading a creamy rouge on Miriell’s lips, Tamlu whistled and winked.
Obediently, Miriell blotted her lips on a tissue. “When we go out, Conor and Opherra act like they’re together.”
“He’s the best bodyguard she’s ever had. Ex-military. Nothing gets by him. Saved her life a couple of times. But it’s business. He’s her trusted second-in-command, and if he’s secretly scheming to take her place, he hides it well, which is rare in the Combine. But you never know with these big silent types.”
Tamlu added a finishing touch of some sparkly stuff to Miriell’s cleavage and stepped away to consider dresses and accessories.
Miriell stayed put in the chair, like an obedient servant, pondering the tidbits she’d gleaned from the chatty woman. If the Shemdylann had sold her to this branch of the Combine, instead of to the woman she knew as the ringmaster, would her life have been any different? Any better? No, I’d still be a prisoner.
“I vote for the red one,” Jareck said, passing through the room.
“Totally wrong with her pale green skin tones.” Tamlu tossed the dress aside. “The dress got mixed in by mistake. And besides, Opherra tends to wear red. She doesn’t like competition.”
“My homely alien female is no threat to someone like your boss lady.” After delivering his cutting assessment of Miriell’s charms, Jareck went into the bedroom and shut the door.
“A jerk like him stands zero chance with Opherra,” Tamlu said, bending close to Miriell’s ear as she fastened earrings to her lobes.
“It matters not to me.”
Tamlu gave her a sideways glance and bit her lip, apparently to stop herself from saying any more.
At the appointed time, Jareck took Miriell to the lobby to meet Conor and Opherra. While she waited beside the bank of large-leafed ornamental plants, Miriell sipped a bit of power from them, just in case. She was feeling much restored after her clandestine trip to the garden with Conor the night before, but the evening ahead was no doubt going to be challenging.
Jareck tugged at the collar of the all-black suit that had been delivered to the suite midmorning with strict instructions for him to wear it. “I hate this boring getup. A man has to express his true self when he’s going out on the town. How else can he attract the ladies?” Straightening, he pasted a smile on his face. “Here they come.”
Opherra’s expensive perfume announced her arrival, the scent clogging Miriell’s nostrils with a too-rich mixture of night-blooming flowers and seductive spice. When she turned, she had to stifle a laugh. Jareck—younger, skinnier and ill at ease—was a poor imitation of Conor, whereas the Amarotu soldier never displayed the slightest sign of being perturbed by anything. Jareck’s suit was undoubtedly expensive, but something about the way he wore it spoke of a man trying to ape his betters and failing. Conor was all elegant sophistication, his well-cut garment cloaking deadly abilities.
“All right, the two of you will have to do,” Opherra said, eyeing Miriell and her controller up and down. “My shell company bought an entire table at this boring charity gala tonight for an obscene amount of credits, so all members of the party seated with us are Combine family and will do as they’re told. And no one will talk about anything they overhear. Nothing like an oath of silence.”
The event was being held in a glittering ballroom a short drive away. When Miriell walked into the main ballroom in Opherra’s wake, she was overwhelmed by the size of the chamber, the glittering chandeliers overhead, the crowd of people dressed as expensively as Opherra, or even more so. Jewels flashed on the men and the women. A live orchestra played, strange-sounding music to her ears, but harmonious enough to be pleasing. Couples danced on an expanse of gleaming wooden flooring, while waiters circulated bearing silver trays of feelgoods and appetizers.
Opherra and her entourage were led to their table, where a group of bored citizens waited, all of them coming to attention when the boss arrived. Four seats were empty. Miriell was glad her back would be to the wall, as she’d been located next to a potted plant of some kind, vivid orange flowers decorating the dark green stalks. This planet covered by city wasn’t healthy for her, and she welcomed any chance to store up a bit more energy.
“I have to circulate, see and be seen,” Opherra said with a bored sigh. “Come, Conor.”
Gallantly, he gave her his arm, nothing but good humor showing on his face as he complied with her command.
Miriell wondered how he really felt but stopped herself from using even a small amount of her power. Conor wasn’t the target this evening. “How will I know who—”
“Bazin Megrew, sitting at the table across the way.” Opherra made the slightest gesture. “The blond who’s too sure of himself. In the impeccable suit and the boring shirt. The sacrifices I make for the Combine.” She laughed gaily and tugged Conor into the throng.
Unsure exactly whom she was to influence into a mad desire for Opherra, Miriell sipped her water and eyed the occupants of the designated table. There were three blond men and an older white-haired patriarch with the same strong features. Another family Opherra wants destroyed. The longer she watched, the more she realized everyone, even the oldest man at the table, was deferring to who she guessed was the middle son. Hoping she was right and this was Opherra’s target, she let her senses drift toward him.
“The assignment will be impossible,” she said to Jareck a moment later. “The man has no interest in Opherra whatsoever.”
Her controller stared at her, slack-jawed. “Well, I’m not letting you tell her that. You have to make him want to be in her bed. Try again.”
Opherra and Conor sat down as waiters began bringing lukewarm, bland food. “What progress have you made?” asked the crime boss as Conor poured her a glass of wine.
Miriell swallowed hard as Jareck elbowed her sharply in the ribs. “I’m working on him.”
“Work harder.” Opherra’s lips were thin and her forehead unbecomingly furrowed as she sipped at her wine. “As I suspected when I was pressured to accept this contract, the performer’s services have not been worth the fees,” she said to Conor, raising her pencil-thin eyebrows.
Miriell took a deep breath and tried again. The target was a normal man, no deep reserves of evil or lust. The most prominent aspect of his colors was the purple of true love for the woman at his side. Studying her for a moment, Miriell judged her to be an exceptional person, her aura bright with white and yellow tones. A selfless, intelligent, honest woman. If Bazin’s drawn to a mate with her attributes, there’s even less chance he’ll find Opherra’s brand of dark sexuality attractive.
This task is impossible.
She glanced at Opherra, whose attention was on her plate and the shelled sea creatures she was extracting and devouring. Conor looked Miriell straight in the eyes and shook his head slightly, as if warning her not to report failure to the boss again.
Taking a drink of cool water, crunching the ice in her teeth to work off a bit of frustration, Miriell considered the matter. The man’s aura held a significant pocket of the shiny green she associated with business interest and acumen. Not quite greed, but certainly close. She was more accustomed to working with similar factors because of some of her past assignments in which she’d swayed people to agree to terms and conditions that a more-clear thinking individual might otherwise balk at. Might greed be the way to go? Could she influence him to want to hear Opherra’s business proposition and hope the boss could do whatever she needed on her own once she had an opening?
Worth a try.
Miriell focused all her efforts on the relevant aspect of Bazin’s desires, trying to tie the upsurge in financial concern to thoughts of Opherra.
Soon enough, the target excused himself from his own party and crossed the floor to Opherra’s table. “I watched you out on the dance floor a few minutes ago, putting everyone else in the shade,” he said as she greeted him with a provocative air, giving him her hand to kiss. “Listen, we probably should make an appointment to discuss a prospective deal further. I see possibility in what you were proposing now that I’ve considered the outline further. My family’s company has synergies with yours.”
“See, now this is what I’ve been telling you all along.” Opherra’s beaming smile invited the entire table to agree with her. “By all means, let us meet. Tomorrow? I hate to waste any more time exploring the synergies. Of the businesses.” She toyed with the fastening of his jacket, her red nails like claws, as he bent over her to chat.
His eyes widened in surprise at Opherra’s boldness in touching him, and Miriell increased her pressure on his craving for business success and the riches it might bring. Swallowing and straightening his jacket, retreating a step, the target said, “Fine, I’ll send your office the time and place.” 
“Let’s keep the invitee list cozy—only the two of us for this opening discussion.” Opherra tilted her head as she played with one ruby-studded earring. “Get me alone, and I might reveal aspects of the deal my more cautious staff here”—she waved her hand at the people around her table—“wouldn’t like.” Her gaze was apparently mesmerizing. Bazin couldn’t seem to stop staring into her eyes.
She’s a deadly predator. Can’t he see the warning signs? Miriell was actually glad she and Jareck would soon be away from this woman’s sphere of influence. At least she knew what to expect from the ringmaster who ruled the branch of Amarotu holding her captive. Tiring, but still under orders, she pushed at Bazin to like the idea of conducting a meeting with Opherra alone, two principals together, no red tape or fussy lawyers. He had confidence in his own negotiation skills, and Miriell boosted his self-perception to reckless levels.
“Tomorrow, then.” Opherra fluttered her eyelashes and sipped at her wine.
“Sounds good. We can cut through the bullshit and red tape.”  Nodding to the others at the table, Bazin walked away, rejoining his own group a moment later. He drew the woman he truly desired from her chair and whirled her off to the dance floor.
Miriell slumped in her seat, cutting off her efforts. A private business meeting is the best I can do. Opherra’s on her own now.
“Perhaps business is the way to his heart,” the crime boss said, spearing another crustacean and working to get at the rich meat concealed inside. “How boring. Of course, we may have to remove the fiancée to make room for me in all areas of his life.” She gave Conor a sideways glance. “You can arrange her absence? Permanently? I’ll make sure his heart doesn’t grow fonder. He’ll be far too busy to think about her.”
“Say the word, boss.” He took a mouthful of his own pasta. “No problem.”
“We’ll see how tomorrow’s meeting goes.”
Miriell shuddered, and the sight of the food on her plate nauseated her. These people had no scruples, no care for other living beings. The calm discussion of murdering someone was abhorrent. How could she square this lethal version of Conor with the kind man who’d taken her to the garden to regain her strength? I wish I could warn the other woman.  There’d been subtle ways at times in the past that she could avert at least a bit of the deadly consequences for victims caught in Amarotu traps, as with the casually selected target at the restaurant a night ago, but in this case, her racing mind identified no likely possibilities.
“Are you going to need us?” Jareck asked, serving himself more of the main dish, spilling some on the tablecloth. He awkwardly mopped at the spot with his napkin.
Opherra shuddered. “I sincerely hope not. You can delay your departure a day or two, until I see how the situation develops now that Bazin is finally giving me the opening I need.”
 
Miriell stood at the open balcony door, watching the rain fall as a balmy breeze stirred the loose tendrils of her hair. It pleased her to think of the soft rain drifting onto the garden where Conor had taken her, and she started to sway. Humming a blessing song, she closed her eyes. Knowing she was being appallingly foolish, she visualized herself at home on her own world, tending the temple’s garden on a beautiful spring day, singing this special song. It was said among the village folk that the tune would bring your beloved to find you.
There was a sound behind her, breaking her concentration on the momentary vision of her home, and she turned, bracing herself to deal with more of Jareck’s casual cruelty.
Conor stood there, staring at her as he softly closed the door. “Don’t stop,” he whispered, holding out one hand. “Do your people dance to this beautiful music?”
So lost in her song and her bittersweet dream, she hadn’t even heard him enter the suite.
She picked up the song again as he walked across the room. She rested her fingers in his, and  he drew her close and led her in time to the music, dancing in a way she’d only watched at the charity dinner earlier. Her people didn’t dance in this fashion. She was caged in his strong arms, pressed against the hard muscles of his body, safe for a moment. Happy. Under the onslaught of physical and emotional sensations, she lost track of the verses of the song, and she knew she was repeating the same lyrics over and over. The repetition didn’t bother Conor as he guided her gently across the narrow strip of floor.
“What in the seven hells is going on here?” Jareck’s nasal, angry tones shattered the mood.
She wrenched away from Conor, stumbling a bit, retreating behind a chair. “I was using my power, trying to seduce him into helping me escape,” she lied. “You know it doesn’t work on you, so I tried something else.” It broke her heart to utter the untruth in front of Conor, but she hoped to protect him.
He was staring at her, the blue flames showing themselves clearly to her senses, behind his silver eyes.
Jareck stalked across the hotel room, punching Conor’s shoulder as he passed on his way to grab Miriell by the wrist and drag her out from behind the chair. “Yeah, she’s done seduction-as-escape-attempt a time or two, so don’t count yourself as anything special. Bitch should know by now her favorite trick doesn’t work.”
Another lie. She’d never made any attempt to lure a man into helping her. Applying her power to seduction was one bridge she’d never cross. But it wasn’t safe for Conor to pay her any attention. Better to put the barriers back in place between them, make him believe the moment had meant nothing. She winced as Jareck jerked her toward the couch, shoving her onto the cushions. He picked up the shackles, clicking the metal circles open and shut in midair, like a pair of claws, and glanced at Conor. “Yeah? Did you want something else?”
“Opherra wasn’t entirely pleased with tonight’s results. She’ll know better after her lunch with the target tomorrow.” He headed toward the door. “If she decides to deploy you one more time, you’ll have one last chance to show what you can do. Fail and we’ll be sending you back to your home base with a negative recommendation to the Sector boss. Right now, if I had to guess, she’ll be pretty neutral.” Hand on the door, clenched so tight Miriell could see his knuckles had gone white, Conor added, “The female has to be presentable, so don’t bruise her, or you’ll answer to me.”
Jareck flipped him off, but Conor was already gone, the door closing smoothly. “Sorry to ruin your scene,” Jareck said in a sarcastic tone. “Better remember who holds the power here.”
“You do,” she said, wincing as he secured the restraints tight around her ankles.
He tapped her nose and showed her a peek of the remote control for her necklace. “Right, and don’t you ever forget it. Even if you had charmed Mr. Bullnecked Goon out of his socks, I still have the detonator trump card. Not to mention your buddies back in the cells on Devir 6. They only live if you’re on good behavior.” Rising, he whistled a tune of his own, straightening his jacket and going to check himself out in the mirror. “Got a date to meet Lady Luck again in the casino tonight, see if she’s still on my side. I might try some higher-stakes games. The pit boss likes my style, said he’d let me into the private room with the heavy hitters. I got a system for card counting they ain’t never seen before on this world.” He laughed as he slicked his hair back. “Don’t wait up.”
He flicked the lights off as he went out the door, and Miriell tried to get comfortable on the couch, constrained as she was by the ankle cuffs. Her back ached—the piece of furniture wasn’t intended for use as a bed. One way or the other, soon enough I’ll be back in cryo sleep. Trying not to think too much about future ordeals, she lifted her head to catch a glimpse of the stars above the balcony outside, more homesick than usual tonight.
She drowsed, confusing dreams passing through her mind, scenes of home mixed with the charity ball she’d attended, men and women dancing close together. A touch on her shoulder brought her awake with a violent start and a stifled scream.
“Sorry.” Conor knelt on one knee beside the couch. “I didn’t intend to scare you.” 
“You move so quietly.” She said the first thing on her mind, realizing she was close to babbling. “Jareck’s in the casino, if you need to talk to him.”
“I know. I gave orders last night he’s to win, for now. Man like him will never walk away from the tables if he’s winning. Assigned a pit boss to babysit him, warn me if Jareck does remember his responsibilities up here.” Conor watched her face, his own curiously blank, reserved. “The Combine controls the casino in this hotel, all the gambling operations on the planet actually, even the token-pitching scams kids run on the slum street corners.”
“I wasn’t using my power on you earlier,” she said, wanting to clear the air, unsure if he’d believe her but needing to reassure him. “Unlike Opherra, I don’t seduce people to get what I want.”
“I know.” He brushed a finger along her cheekbone for a moment. “I can tell, remember?”
His touch confused her and felt comforting at the same time. She focused on his words. “How? How can you possibly know if I’m using my power or not?”
“The mechanism has to be my secret. Listen, whether Jareck’s addicted to gambling or not, we don’t have all night. Do you need to visit the garden again?”
“It would be a dream come true, but I’m managing my energy levels acceptably today. Something tells me not to take the risk twice, wonderful as the time in the garden was.”
“If you need to be there, I’ll take the responsibility and the risk.” Brow furrowed, he sounded displeased by her cautious answer.
“I pulled from the ornamental plants at the dinner earlier today. And I wasn’t required to expend much energy on Opherra’s target tonight. He isn’t going to bend to her will, you know. He may do a business deal, but he isn’t going to succumb to her personal blandishments. There was absolutely no desire in him for what she offers in the bedroom.”
“You’ll be sent away,” he said.
“Back to Devir 6.” She nodded. “In case I don’t get another chance to say this, thank you for what you’ve done. I-I don’t think anyone has shown me any kindness since we were taken, other than you. It means a great deal to me.” Now she feared she’d said too much, might have embarrassed him.
“If we don’t need to sneak out to the garden, then I have something else in mind,” he said, pulling a small black packet from his pocket. He laid it on the carpet, opening the container wide to reveal an array of tools. “I came prepared.” Sitting back on his heels, he reached for her hand. “I need your permission.”
Curling her cold fingers around the warmth of his much larger ones, Miriell couldn’t imagine what he was going to ask. “I’m hardly in a position to refuse anything the Combine wants to do to me.” She tried to keep bitterness out of her voice.
“Not the Combine. Me. This has nothing to do with them.” He reached out with his other hand and touched the necklace. “I want to render this inert.”
She snatched her hand back and recoiled against the couch cushions. “You can’t tamper with this. It’ll explode.”
“Dishonored soldier, remember? I know how to defuse these kinds of things, learned in the service. What I’m proposing to do won’t alter the exterior, so it’ll appear exactly the same. Only you and I will know it won’t work.”
She stared at him, mind racing. “Why? Why would you help me? Going to a garden is one thing. This is completely different.”
He lowered his eyes to his tool kit, toying with the clasp. “I’ve seen a lot of ugly things in my time, especially working for the Combine, and this abomination they’ve subjected you to is hands down the worst. It goes completely against the grain to see you treated this way, at such risk from that unstable jerk they call your controller.” Conor’s voice grew angry and intense the longer he spoke, and now he stared at her, braceleting her wrist gently with one hand. “Please let me do this for you. You can trust me.”
Her answer came straight from her heart. No need to scan him with her senses. “I do.”
“All right, then. I’ll need to unfasten the ankle restraints so I can get better access to the bomb and controlling components inside the necklace.” He shifted down the couch and lifted the blanket concealing her lower body. A moment later, the shackles fell away from her, and she exclaimed in relief, stretching to help the blood flow. He helped her sit up. “I hate to see you in shackles,” he said, tossing the cuffs aside. “But I can only get away with so much.”
“Aren’t you afraid I’ll wield my full power against you once the bomb is no more?” she asked as he guided her to sit on the floor next to him.
“The Combine still has your people as hostages.” He swept her hair off her neck. “Bend forward.”
Feeling that, despite his harsh response, he wasn’t concerned in the least she might try to compel or kill him, Miriell shook her head. She complied with his request, resting her hands on the floor, praying Jareck wouldn’t escape his minders in the casino and interrupt what Conor planned to do. She realized she was shaking. “I’m sorry. I’m terrified right now.”
He stopped what he was doing and squeezed her shoulder. “Soldier’s oath, you’ll come to no harm.”
She took a deep breath and nodded, keeping her eyes averted. “I trust you.”
Conor fiddled with the necklace for another minute, and then lifted it away from her neck, setting the deadly piece of jewelry on the carpet next to him.
Miriell touched her permanently scarred skin with a fingertip, feeling the harsh marks left by the heavy golden links, and burst into tears. Carefully, he gathered her into his arms and held her while she wept, rubbing her back. She indulged herself for a few moments, warmed to her core by his strength and supportive action. Maybe more than comforted, she realized, as she felt parts of herself she’d thought long closed off reawaken. This has to stop. For my own good and his, I can’t think of him as more than a temporary friend. Finally, she pushed away, wiping her cheeks on the hem of her dress.
He kept his hold on her, but gently, searching her face. “Are you going to be okay? I have to put the damn thing back on you again, once it’s been disarmed.”
“I know. I’m sorry, I just…I’ve been forced to wear the hateful bomb around my neck for over four years now.” She shut her eyes and fought not to start crying again. “The ringmaster did use the explosives to kill some of us, at first as a warning and then later for failing a big assignment. We all had to watch each death, never knowing when our own time might come.”
He hugged her close again for a moment. “You’re a brave woman.”
“Not brave enough, or I’d have killed at least a few of the bastards before I died for my efforts. But thank you for the well-meant compliment. Go ahead, I’ll be fine. You do what you need to do to complete the task. We must be running out of time. Even Jareck has to come to the room to sleep sometime.”
“I’d have to kill him if he walks in on what I’m doing.” Not sounding concerned by the possibility, Conor bent over the necklace again. “I’d enjoy it, and his death would be no great loss. But messy to explain.”
Shivering, she rose and paced across the floor, stopping to get a glass of water and then walking as she sipped at the cool liquid, unable to sit still. Any slightest noise from the corridor sent her adrenaline spiking.
“Come see what I’ve done.” He gestured to her.
As she sat cross-legged next to him, she saw the necklace was open and some of its components were laid neatly on the carpet.
“This was the detonator.” Conor nudged a small yellow pod with the tip of his knife.  “Harmless now. I might find a future use for it, though.” He tucked the capsule into his tool kit before showing her the interior of the heavy pendant. Painstakingly, he explained what each item was, its purpose and how it could no longer be used to harm her.
Belatedly realizing what he was doing, she laid her hand on his arm. “I believe you without need for further explanations. We can’t stall any longer. You have to put it back on my neck. I’m ready. I can handle it.”
He picked the necklace up by the thick golden chain and looped it around her neck. “Hold it in place, would you? I need a moment to reconnect the links. It’ll look fine to any casual glance. Hell, even to a close-up check.”
“Jareck never bothers to check it,” she said, keeping the pendant against her neck. “He’s too busy doing other things.”
Conor’s hand stilled. “He doesn’t touch you, does he?”
“Not in the way you’re thinking, no. Not sexually. He beats me when he’s drunk or upset about a job, but he’s made it clear he finds the idea of anything more intimate repulsive. Not all my sisters in captivity have been so fortunate.”
“Fortunate.” His voice was flat, the word uttered with distaste.
“There are levels of hell. Any priestess knows this from her first days in training. At least by Thuun’s grace, I’ve been spared some tortures.” She felt him move slightly away from her, and guessing he was done, she allowed the pendant to swing free against her body. “The weight is about the same, but oh, how wonderful to know now it can’t kill me.” Miriell turned to see what he was doing and found herself caught in his arms again as he gave her a kiss hinting of tremendous longing, held back by an equally unyielding self-control. She tilted her head to make the connection closer and licked her tongue against the seam of his lips, wanting to take the caress deeper. He allowed her to penetrate his warm, sensuously coffee-flavored mouth for a moment, tongues tangling in a delicious dance of need before he ended the kiss. Rising effortlessly to his feet, carrying her in his arms, Conor set her on the couch and backed off.
Fists clenched, he gritted out a few words. “I swore to myself I’d never touch you, never ask you for anything while you’re a captive. No matter what other crimes I may have committed, I’m not the kind of man who forces himself on a woman who’s unable to refuse. Forgive me? There are no strings or conditions attached to my help tonight.”
She touched his hand. “No forgiveness is needed. I gave freely—”
He shook his head, raising his gaze to meet hers, the expression in his silver eyes stormy and haunted. “You’re still a prisoner, still forced to do the Combine’s bidding. I have to lock you back into those fucking chains in a minute. You’re not free to choose or refuse anything, and I know it. We’d have to meet under totally different circumstances, which doesn’t seem likely to ever happen.”
Miriell considered what to say but found no good answer. Silently, she swung her legs onto the couch and lay back on the cushions. “Don’t presume to tell me what I feel or don’t feel where you’re concerned, Conor. But I respect your honor.”
He gathered up the rest of his tools, as if stalling on the necessity to replace the ankle restraints, but then came over and secured her gently. He looked her full in the face. “We have to act as if there’s nothing between us.”
“I know. Trust me, I’ve played many a game while in the hands of these monsters. Nothing like this, though. No other man has touched me, I swear. I’ve never felt anything but hate and disgust for them, but you, you’re different—”   She had to make Conor believe her, yet words were failing her.
“Maybe I’m different. I make no guarantees. Don’t give me too much credit.” He managed a slight smile. “We have a private truce between us, Priestess.”
“And I’ll give no slightest clue the necklace has lost its ability to terrify me.”
He tucked the thin blanket around her, allowing his hand to linger on her cheek in an all-too-brief caress. “Good dreams, Miriell.”
“And to you.”



CHAPTER FOUR
 
The next day dragged. Tamlu came to the suite and played cards with Jareck, flirting with him shamelessly despite her rather contemptuous comments about him the day before. Miriell sat on the couch and meditated as much as she could, her thoughts constantly going to the interlude with Conor the night before. She wondered how Opherra’s lunch with Bazin was going. This assignment had certainly been different than any other.
After a perfunctory knock at the door, Conor stepped into the suite. “Opherra wants to see the two of you in her office.”
“How did her lunch with the target go?” Jareck asked as Tamlu excused herself and left the room. “Are we on call for more psychic pressure from my little performer?”
“The boss’ll tell you what you need to know.” Conor flicked a glance at Miriell, and she was surprised how grim he was. “She doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
Repressing an urge to try to read his emotions, Miriell followed him into the corridor, Jareck at her heels. They proceeded down one floor in the gravlift, exiting into a new corridor where the rooms were obviously smaller than the luxury suites above. A few people were coming and going busily as Conor escorted them into the outer office at the end of the hall.
“Go on in, she’s expecting you,” said an efficient human secretary, waving at the door she guarded.
Opherra was seated behind an elegant expanse of highly polished black stone, her chair a marvel of cushions in iridescent black leather, clearly expensive. Paintings crowded the walls, and a plush carpet lay underfoot. The room was the office of a high-level executive who did important work. “I’ll get back to you as soon as I know more,” she said into a vidcom, swiveling to watch Miriell and her handler sit in the chairs Conor indicated. He remained on his feet, leaning against the wall, arms crossed, but he was obviously prepared to go into action at a moment’s notice. For the first time, Miriell noticed the concealed shoulder holster he wore. She shivered. He was as scary and unreachable as he’d been the first day, when he put an end to her escape attempt. This Amarotu thug wasn’t the kind man who’d taken her to the garden or disarmed her necklace. Which is the truth?
“I’m afraid I have bad news for you,” Opherra said, folding her hands on the desk. “There’s no easy way to say this, but the Sectors Criminal Investigation Agency has taken down your home base on Devir 6.”
“The fuck you say!” Jareck leaped to his feet, fists clenched. 
Conor moved faster than Miriell could track him, shoving the smaller man into his seat with so much force the chair threatened to tip over. “The boss isn’t finished. Sit down, shut up and listen.”
Glaring at Conor as he took up his earlier position against the wood-paneled wall, Jareck swiveled his head as Opherra continued. “Facts are few, but what we know so far is that apparently the SCIA first blew up part of the facility, for some reason, and has now taken out or arrested nearly ninety percent of the Amarotu branch operation on the planet. The authorities have begun making arrests in the Sector at large, starting at the top.  The cops are remarkably well informed about the hierarchy and the business connections, so the Combine is taking a major hit. Fortunately, there’s only a peripheral link to this Sector, including my branch and me, which is what I care about.”
“My people?” Miriell leaned forward, dizzy with worry, forcing herself to speak up. “Any word about their fate?”
Opherra’s eyes narrowed. “There’s a rumor that one of you aliens may have had a hand in bringing the SCIA down on the facility.”
Miriell thought she’d heard wrong. “How could any of us assist the SCIA with anything? We’re slaves, closely held prisoners.”
Opherra glanced at Jareck. “I always thought the venture into the use of these people was ill-advised. And I’ve seen the caliber of people the branch used as handlers. Sloppy. Well, as I said, it’s all rumors right now. The point is you’ve nowhere to go back to, so you belong to me now.”
“Whoa, wait a minute.” Jareck cleared his throat and stared at Opherra.
“Planning to go freelance? Hire yourself and your performer out? Not in my territory.” Opherra drummed her pointed red nails on the black stone desktop. “You were sent to me, so you’re under my command. I haven’t decided as yet if I want to be encumbered with the female. She’s easily disposed of, or sold.  As far as you’re concerned, I can always use another foot soldier who knows the Combine rules and took the oath of chanjingku.” She leaned back. “For now, I’ll keep you both on my leash, at least until we know more about what went down on Devir 6, and until we see how my affair with Bazin proceeds. I will say your pet did quite a job getting him excited about the business prospects I offer, even if his libido stayed cold. I was pleasantly surprised at our luncheon.”
Miriell tried to gather her wits, remembering the deadly necklace was disabled. If she pulled all her power to herself, did she have enough reserves to strike at these people, inflict pain and terror on them in revenge for the harm done to her own kind?
Conor cleared his throat, making a little gesture of apology to Opherra as she gave him an angry glare.
Still in a state of shock over the news about the home base, worried about her people to the point of nausea, Miriell felt he was warning her, or asking her to hold herself in abeyance. Maybe he knew something more than Opherra was telling them. Defying his wishes, she sent a weak tendril of her power in his direction, immediately thwarted by the usual impenetrable obsidian, but with blue flames clearly glowing around the edges. The color of a warrior of Thuun. One who could not do evil.  Confused, unsure, she decided to wait to see how the situation played itself out. There was power in her hands now that she was free of the threat of death that the necklace had carried. If the Combine did hold any of her people still, then she’d have to bide her time. But if all were free—or dead—matters had changed. Her heart stuttered at the idea of her sister and her other compatriots from Tulavarra being dead, and she wavered in the chair, feeling dizzy. She slipped to her knees on the floor, holding her head and fighting the urge to vomit, as Jareck swore, yanking her arm. Conor came to her side. The room went black, and she knew no more.
 
When she awakened, she lay on the couch in the suite she shared with Jareck. The lights were off, it was dark outside and there was no sign of her minder or anyone else. Her ankles were tightly secured in the cuffs. Miriell tested her power, dismayed to find the levels remained low. Not enough to kill anyone. I should have accepted Conor’s offer to sneak out to the garden again last night, but then the necklace would still be lethal. There hadn’t been time for both things. Tradeoffs. Hard to know what would have been the best choice. If she and Jareck were going to stay on this planet, her health would clearly suffer and probably decline.
Tears came to her eyes as she thought of her sister and friends, who’d been held in the cells on Devir 6. At least their suffering was over, one way or the other. Her job was now to take what revenge she could.
The door opened, and Jareck came in, reeking of feelgoods. He stumbled and fell, kicking the door shut. After lying on his back for a moment, breathing hard, he hauled himself to his feet by hanging on to the nearest chair. Miriell tensed and lay as still as possible, hoping he’d go straight to bed and ignore her.
But in the next minute he was looming over her. “It’s all your fault,” he said, voice thick. “You and those others betrayed us to the SCIA, didn’t you?” He grabbed her shoulder.
“Please, I don’t know any more about what happened than you do. I don’t know anything about the SCIA.”
He slapped her across the face. “Liar! You and that sister of yours probably planned this whole thing. Lucky for me—unlucky for you—we were sent out here before the SCIA raid to work for this conceited Opherra bitch.”
Holding her aching cheek, tears welling, Miriell shook her head as she denied his accusation again. “I swear by Thuun, I don’t know anything about a plan.” She was at his mercy, trapped on the couch, and by the way he was acting, Jareck was lethally dangerous tonight. Her powers didn’t work on him at all, and they were alone in the room.
He must have seen something of her fear, because he laughed and went to pour himself a drink. “Yeah, you get it, don’t you? Opherra doesn’t like you, doesn’t want you. Which is fine with me. I’m tired of being a babysitter for some stupid alien female.” He sauntered a bit crookedly to the couch, taking a long drink from the full glass.  Tracing her cheekbone with one finger, he said, “Only, I was promised a promotion. After this trip, I was supposed to be done with you, moving up to take over a pretty sizable drug ring in the spaceport city. Our boss lady appreciated a hardworking, loyal man when she saw one. Now this queen bee here wants to reduce my status to nothing but another soldier in the ranks. Back down in the dregs of the Combine, all my chances for betterment will vanish. Gotta work my way up again.” He poked her in the chest with his fingers, hard. “All because of you.”
Pressed against the cushions, Miriell said nothing, afraid anything she might say would infuriate him further. There were no good answers when Jareck got irrationally upset, which she’d learned the hard way early in her captivity.
“I don’t think Opherra will mind if you get bruised now,” he murmured, eyes gleaming as he set his glass on the carpet. “I don’t think she cares at all.” He raised his hand to slap Miriell again, and she put up her arms in self-defense. Grabbing her left arm, he twisted viciously until she feared bones would break before he slammed her in the ribs with his fist. Crying out from pain, she doubled over, only to be yanked upright by the hair. Cursing her and her people, Jareck got his hands around her neck and started choking her. Pinned, Miriell fought as best she could, clawing at his face, trying to loosen his hands, flinging what shreds of power she had at him, knowing the attempt at self-defense was futile.
The door slammed open. Startled, Jareck paused, loosening his grip and raising his eyes.
“Get the fuck away from her.”
Relief washing over her at the sound of his deep voice, Miriell realized Conor was in the room.
Jareck held up his hands and stood awkwardly. “Hey now, just teaching her a lesson, incentivizing her not to try whatever her friends did back on Devir 6.”
“Trying to kill her,” Conor said, circling around the couch, giving Miriell a quick glance. “You okay?”
“I’m all right,” she said, barely able to speak.
“I’m her Combine handler,” Jareck said, standing straighter. “It’s nobody’s business what I do with her.”
“I’m making it my business. You’re through.” Conor’s voice was steel as he placed himself between the couch and Jareck, who’d retreated to the door leading to the balcony. “You’re never touching her again.”
“You’ve had the hots for her since day one.” Jareck’s accusation was scornful. “I can’t see the attraction myself, but hey, to each his own.” He slid his hand into his pocket and brought out the black AI controller for the necklace detonator. “Too bad for you she tried to escape and paid the price. At least, that’s what I’ll tell Opherra.” He raised the unit and pushed the button.
Miriell gasped, despite knowing she was safe.
Jareck did a double take, looking at the device in his hand and then pushing the button again. He started toward Conor. “You son of a bitch, somehow you tampered—”
Conor shot him in the middle of the forehead, the single blast dropping the thug where he’d stood, dead before he hit the floor. Still holding the weapon at the ready, Conor scooped up the AI and put it in his own pocket. “I’ll take this.”
“What in the seven hells is going on here?” Opherra’s coldly furious voice announced her arrival.
“Had to eliminate the punk,” Conor said smoothly. “He was drunk or high and about to terminate the alien without orders, here in the hotel. I had no choice if we were going to avoid the complications of such a messy hit.”
“So you killed him?”
“It was him or me. I’d have been caught in the explosion.” Conor put his blaster away and shrugged. “He’s no big loss. Low-level cog.”
“Get the cleanup team in here,” Opherra said to Tamlu, who’d come in her wake. “Tell them utmost discretion.” Hands on her hips, she surveyed Conor. “I’m taking the cost of this out of your pay.”
“Fine. Worth it to have his sniveling presence removed from my life.” Conor rifled through Jareck’s pockets and came away with the key to the restraints. 
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Someone has to take over as her minder. Might as well be me, until you’re done with her services.”
Miriell bit her lip, afraid to say anything.
“Convince me,” Opherra said. “Why you?”
“Her powers don’t work on me, same as with the kid here, much as I hate to have anything in common with a complete and utter loser. She tried something along those lines the other night, and nothing.” Conor gave Miriell a contemptuous glance as he spun the lie. “She wasn’t too pleased either, which is how I could tell what she was trying to pull. Listen, you do want her around until the Bazin deal is sealed, or am I wrong?”
“Yes, she apparently managed to influence him heavily on some things.” Opherra tapped the toe of her expensive snakeskin shoe on the rug as she considered. “All right, she’s yours to watch until I’m done with her.”
“Yes, boss.” Conor knelt beside the couch to undo the ankle restraints. “I’ll move her to my rooms. No need to keep this big space for her. I’ll feel better if she’s under my direct supervision anyway.”
“Fine.” Opherra headed to the door. “Just one thing.”
“Yes?”
“You’re not fooling me for a moment, Conor Stewart.”
Miriell took a deep breath and closed her eyes, terrified of what the crime boss might know.
Conor rested his hand on her calf, squeezing it gently in subtle reassurance as he said, “I’d never try to fool you on anything, boss lady. Be an idiot fool to even try. Smarter guys than me have tried and failed.”
She laughed. “Damn straight. So fuck this girl sooner rather than later, satisfy your itch or your curiosity or whatever it is about her that’s afflicting you with a permanent hard-on and get over it. Because we are not keeping her.” On the heels of her ultimatum, Opherra swept out of the suite.
Miriell thought Conor took an extra deep breath but couldn’t be sure. He helped her sit up, frowning as he watched her press one hand to her side and grimace. “What’s the damage?”
“Broken rib maybe. He punched me pretty hard.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner. The pit boss called me when he had to throw Jareck out of the casino because he was so sloppy drunk, but I was in the middle of something. Couldn’t come straight up here. Let’s get you to my room, and I’ll take a look. This place is about to be busy. Cleanup crew coming. You have anything personal in here we should grab? Because all of his stuff is going to disappear.”
She shook her head. “I only have the clothes I’m wearing.”
“All right, then. With your permission, I’m going to carry you.” He waited for her surprised nod before lifting her from the couch with no visible effort and carrying her into the hall as a group of grim-faced men stepped from the gravlift and headed toward her old room. Conor nodded to the man in the lead and went the opposite direction, stopping at a room a few doors away. He unlocked the portal and carried her inside.
The lights came up, revealing a room about the size of the one she’d shared with Jareck, but there were no personal effects, no mess or clutter. The suite could have been unoccupied, for all the signs of residency she saw. Conor took her into the bedroom and laid her on the bed.
“Stay put. I’m going to get my medkit and see what we’re dealing with,” he said, voice stern.
She nodded, still a bit dazed and shocked from the recent events.
Conor brought a red and white container from the bathroom and sat beside her, unfastening the kit to reveal sensors and injects and other things Miriell didn’t recognize. “Black-market stuff, but it works.” Selecting a gadget, he ran it over her, a few inches above the surface of her body, bathing her in a pale light. The device beeped once or twice. “Cracked rib,” he said. “Nothing else broken, although you’re going to have some spectacularly colorful bruises.”
“He’d barely started,” she said. “You arrived almost right after he did. Thank you—”
“Nothing I can do for the rib, other than a painkiller.” He put away the sensor and tapped an inject. “Do you want something? Help you sleep?”
“No.” She was puzzled by the remoteness of his tone, uncertain what was going to happen next. If he cared enough to rescue me, why is he being so standoffish now? She didn’t know exactly what she’d expected once they were alone, but this aloof behavior wasn’t it.
Lips tight, he said, “I noticed evidence of old fractures on the scanner. Did he beat you up often?”
Unable to bear the intensity in his eyes, she whispered her answer. “Yes. Only when we were away from Devir 6 and his boss wouldn’t know.”
“Bastard. I should have made him suffer. There’s no excuse for hitting a woman.” He smoothed her hair away from her brow. “So beautiful,” he murmured, allowing a strand to slip off his fingers. “Unusual. And soft, like fern fronds or the petals of a flower.” Nuzzling her ear, he whispered, “Opherra has my room bugged. We need to talk but not here, not tonight. The bathroom isn’t bugged, by the way. Trust me, okay? Truce?”
Pulse racing, she nodded, afraid to speak. This situation became more confused with each passing moment, although she wanted to cling to the warmth of him, shelter in his strong arms. Conor allowed the embrace for a moment longer before he gently put her aside and rose, taking the medkit back to the bathroom.
“We’ll be sharing the bed, by the way.” His tone was suggestive.  “But I can see you’re too banged up tonight to enjoy what Opherra recommended. Maybe tomorrow night.”
She had only rags of power left, but at this comment she sent a feeler in his direction. There was a hint of desire for her behind his shields, but nothing indicating he planned to give in to impulse. Relaxing a bit, she decided he was playing a double game, saying aloud what he felt Opherra would expect to hear if she checked the listening devices.
“I don’t sleep with my controller,” she said, getting into the role. “And I’m not starting with you, even if you did kill Jareck.”
Conor  paused in the doorway. “Since there’s no other bed, you can sleep with me or on the floor, suit yourself. I don’t think the floor will be too good for your cracked rib, do you?” He tossed her one of his soft T-shirts. “You can sleep in this. Your turn in the bathroom, but leave the door open. I promise not to peek. Too often.”
Miriell rose, clutching the shirt, which carried a faint hint of his warm, reassuring scent, and passed him on her way to the bathroom. When she’d changed and taken care of the personal necessities, she re-entered the bedroom, the T-shirt covering her to the knees, to find him waiting on the bed. He raised the comforter, revealing he’d gone to bed attired only in sweat pants, and motioned. 
“All right, come over here. I’m tired, and I’ve got a long day tomorrow.”
She crawled into the bed as he did something to turn off the lights and lay stiffly on her back, the cracked rib aching with every breath. The bed was huge, and Conor left plenty of room between them, making it clear he wasn’t going to make any moves. Miriell thought of her sister and the others, realizing again that she’d probably never know their fate. Tears fell, and she put a hand over her mouth, trying to keep the grief inside.
“Hey,” he said quietly. “It’s all right to cry it out. You’ve had a rough day, Priestess.”
Blindly, she shifted toward the sound of his voice, and he drew her close, holding her tight with only the blanket bunched between them. She could feel his arousal as they lay together, but he made no effort to initiate anything more than an embrace meant to comfort her as she wept. She cried until she could hardly breathe, lost in her grief and pain, and all the while he held her, murmuring reassurances in her ear, combing her hair with his fingers, letting her know she’d found a safe harbor, for the moment at least. Eventually, she was cried out, a shell of herself, weak and tired.
“Better now?” he asked. “Think you can sleep?”
She nodded. 
“Change your mind about a painkiller?”
“No, I try not to take human meds, too uncertain what effect the drugs might have on me. But thank you.” Miriell made to slide back to her side of the bed.
He held her a second longer, speaking softly, barely above a whisper, the words meant only for her and not Opherra’s listening devices. “I’ll get you back to the garden, I swear. I know you must need another dose of energy pretty badly, but we can’t risk it for a few days. Boss lady will be keeping a close eye on me. Can you manage?”
Making her voice equally subdued, she said, “Yes. Unless I’m required to exert my power, because right now I have virtually none. I even tried striking at Jareck, although he is—was—immune.”
“All right, then.” He released her, and she scooted to the left onto now cold sheets. “Good night and good dreams, Priestess.” He rolled onto his side, facing away from her.
Worn out from the weeping and the emotions, she soon drifted off to sleep.
 
When she woke in the morning, a bit disoriented, Conor was already up and getting dressed. A room-service cart sat at the foot of the bed.
“Hey, doing okay this morning?” he said with a grin, fastening his shirt.
Rubbing her eyes, she sat up against the pillows. “Do I smell breakfast?”
“I have a standard order, so we’ll have to share this morning, but tell me what you like, and I’ll have the kitchen add the new items tomorrow.”
Laughing, she moved to the foot of the bed and started uncovering the plates. She took a slice of melon and savored the sweet juice as it soothed her throat. “On Devir 6, the keepers shove a bowl of gruel and a tube of water through the slot in my cell door twice a day. Here, Jareck gave me ration bars for breakfast, when he remembered.” She took a forkful of spicy eggs and inhaled the scent for a moment. “This is heaven.”
Conor stared at her. “I didn’t think I could get any angrier at the way you’ve been treated, but whenever you give me more details—” He stopped himself, glancing at a spot on the ceiling where she guessed there was a voice sensor.  He went to the closet and selected a jacket, dropping it on the back of a chair while he strapped on the shoulder holster, checking the small but efficient-looking blaster. 
“What’s on the agenda for today?” She spread orange jam onto a slice of dark, grainy bread. Despite Conor’s good intentions, this might be the one and only special breakfast she got, and she didn’t plan to hold back. Her body required physical fuel as much as it needed the energy of growing things.
“I have to be gone most of the day. I have a lot of responsibilities on Opherra’s behalf, since she has, shall we say, diversified enterprises. I don’t like leaving you alone here, but it would raise a lot of questions if I took you with me. I should be back in the late afternoon.” He pointed at the bed. “I left you the trideo controls so you can watch something to pass the time, if you want to.”
She located the small AI next to his pillow and picked it up to study the controls, labeled in Basic, which she couldn’t read.  Hopefully, the device would be simple to use. “Thank you.”
“Miriell.”
The serious tone of his voice caught her attention. Stomach sinking, she saw he was holding the shackles. She set the toast down, not hungry any longer. Why did I let myself think he’d be any different than the others? I thought he trusted me. Disappointed, angry, she scooted back on the bed until she hit the pillows.
He sat beside her, his face troubled. Setting the shackles on the bed between them, he reached for her hand and dropped the key into her palm, folding her fingers over it. Leaning in as if to kiss her, he said in a husky whisper, “We have a truce, you and I. But I know Opherra doesn’t trust me where you’re concerned, and I know how she thinks. She’ll probably send someone to check on you during the day, and if you’re not restrained, we’ll both be in trouble.”
“What do you want me to do?”
He took the cuffs and fastened one to the ornamental rail of the bed, checking that the ring would slide so she had some range of motion. Miriell clutched the key, watching him in disbelief and with the beginning of hope. Conor moved back to her.  Whispering in her ear again, he said, “If you hear someone at the door, snap the other one on your ankle quick, okay?”
Swallowing hard, she nodded. He patted her shoulder and rose, going to collect his jacket. “I’ll see you later, then.”



CHAPTER FIVE
 
While he was gone, she had two quick visits from Opherra’s henchmen, who checked the security of her ankle cuff and left without saying anything. Miriell decided to leave herself chained to the bed after the second visit, afraid she might be taken by surprise and ruin whatever Conor was trying to accomplish. Even if all he was attempting was to improve her life for a few days, she was grateful and she’d take the break in her routine. She had no wish to bring trouble to him.
She heard the door open for the third time, but Conor’s voice was reassuring as he called a greeting to her. He walked into the bedroom, taking off his jacket and pausing for a moment as he took in her fastened shackles. “Company?”
“Twice.”
“No one touched you, did they? I made it crystal clear you were not to be molested.”
“Neither of them said even one word to me, just checked the cuff and left.”
“Good. I’m going to take a shower. We’ve got to accompany Opherra tonight, so Tamlu will be here in a few minutes to get you dressed and made up.”
“Will I be targeting Bazin again?” She surprised herself by asking a question. Usually, she stayed stubbornly silent with those who held her in chains, outwardly uncaring about their uses for her power. But we have a truce, Conor and I. The idea was pleasing.
“No, Opherra has a standing dinner appointment with the various heads of her operations once a quarter. It’s part business meeting, part team building, part she’s a queen and her underlings better goddamn worship her. Kiss the ground she walks on. She gets off on that.” He disappeared into the bathroom.
Although surprised he’d make the scornful observation where Opherra’s listening devices could overhear, Miriell wondered why her presence was required at the meeting if all the participants were already under the crime boss’s thumb.
As if he’d heard her inner musing, Conor stuck his head out the bathroom door. “She wants you to assess the key people, see if any of them are less than loyal. You can scan them, right?”
Miriell nodded. “But my power is still low.”
“Oh, you’ll like this restaurant, I promise.” He disappeared from view without explaining the odd remark, and a moment later, she heard the water running.
“Hello?”
It was Tamlu’s voice, coming from the sitting room.
“In here,” Miriell said. She almost unlocked the ankle cuff before remembering Tamlu wasn’t a person to be trusted.
“Well, you’ve certainly improved your situation. Sleeping in Conor’s bed now, better than the cold couch all alone, I’m sure.” Tamlu winked. She dumped the armful of dresses onto the end of the bed. “I need you in a chair to do your makeup.”
Miriell raised her leg enough to make the chain visible. 
“Seven hells.” Tamlu pounded on the bathroom door. “I need her on the loose so I can get her ready.”
Conor emerged from the steamy room a moment later, a towel loosely wrapped around his hips. “Sorry.” He bent over the cuffs, hiding his actions from Tamlu with his body, and the restraint opened smoothly, even though he had no key. He gave Miriell a conspiratorial wink. The towel slipped, and before he caught it, Miriell caught a glimpse of his impressive thigh muscles and long, thick cock. Desire pulsed deep inside her as she remembered the feel of his arousal against her belly last night, but she pushed the thought away. Rising from the bed, she stretched to unkink her muscles and then walked to the chair Tamlu indicated.
“Maybe I won’t have so many bruises to cover up now that your creepy controller is out of the picture,” Tamlu said, picking up an applicator. “Unless you and Conor get too into each other, like to play rough.”
“It isn’t like that.” Miriell bit her lip, annoyed at getting drawn into a discussion. Conor could defend himself if he felt the need.
Tamlu didn’t say anything else, concentrating on finishing the elaborate makeup. Then she went to study the dresses she’d brought. Conor came into the room while she was debating. Leaning on the door, he said, “Why don’t you let her pick? She’s not some doll you get to play dress-up with, you know.”
“I didn’t think she cared.” Blushing, the assistant pivoted to where Miriell sat. “All right, you choose, then. The black, the yellow or the white and green?”
Miriell shook her head. Ignoring Tamlu, she addressed Conor. “And if I decide to wear my gray tunic and leggings from Devir 6, rather than some bespangled castoff from Opherra’s closet, will my selection be all right?”
Brow furrowed, he shot her an exasperated glance. “No, it’s a formal dinner.” He gestured at himself, attired in another obviously expensive suit. “We have to fit in.”
“Then it doesn’t matter what I think, does it? I’m not making my own choices, not even whether to go to dinner or not, in fact.” She shrugged. “Still a prisoner.” Make it clear to gossipy Tamlu that I know my status hasn’t changed.
Frowning, Tamlu looked at them and then went to the chair and picked up the black gown. “Guess we’ve settled the issue. Here, this one will go best with his suit. And it clashes the least with the hideous necklace you always wear.”
Miriell allowed the woman to help her dress, while Conor retreated to the bedroom. Paradoxically, she appreciated his discretion, not lingering to watch as she stripped and dressed in the elaborate, lacy, black, boned underwear required to make the gown fit properly. Thinking of his eyes on her as she dressed or undressed made her want to press her thighs together to stop the delicious sensations building there. Will he ever make a move toward me, despite his scruples? Would I welcome his advances? Miriell admitted to herself she would. Conor attracted her in many ways, not to discount his kindness or his appearance.  He re-entered the bedroom as she was sliding on the shoes and picked up a shawl to drape over her shoulders.
“We’ll be late if we don’t hit the gravlift now,” he said, taking her by the elbow. “Thanks, Tamlu.”
“Have fun, kids. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” She started cleaning up the makeup table.
When they reached the lobby, there was no sign of Opherra. One of the other Amarotu soldiers, whom Miriell recognized as one who had checked on her earlier in the day, waited by the pillar where the group usually convened to wait for the boss. She shivered a little, realizing that the last time she’d stood there, it had been with Jareck. And now he was dead, his presence erased as easily as if he’d never been, apparently.
“Where’s the boss lady?” Conor asked.
“Not coming. She decided to take care of something else, so she told me you’re in charge and to give her a full report later.”
“All right, let’s get going, then.” Conor took Miriell by the elbow and headed outside to the groundcar.
“Is that usual? For her to skip the dinner?”
Conor handed her into the backseat of the car. “Yeah, happens occasionally. I know what she wants accomplished and who she wants leaned on.” He settled in next to her, his hip pressing against hers. “Word is she might be in line for a big promotion, and then yours truly would step in to take over this branch of the business. She trusts me to watch her back and keep the profits high.”
“The Combine is very complicated,” Miriell said, thinking of the small glimpses of the criminal conglomerate she’d had on various assignments.
“Makes us harder for the SCIA to kill.” Conor exchanged grins with the other soldier.
The two men fell into a conversation about some aspect of a gambling racket their branch was running, and Miriell sat back, seeking inner peace.  Her power was at a dismally low ebb, and she hoped with Opherra not in the party after all, she wouldn’t be called upon for anything. She glanced at Conor as he laughed easily over something his friend said. How long can he keep his boss from carrying out her threats to get rid of me? Her frustration mounted, because they’d had no chance to talk privately, and she felt equally upset with herself at the way her attraction to the man grew the longer she was near him. I’ve no right to any personal happiness, not until the wrongs done to my people have been avenged.
And he’s blood sworn to Amarotu, like all the rest, no better. But as lofty as her inner resolve sounded, the truth was, she was drawn to Conor as she’d been drawn to no other male, from her own world or in the Sectors. And there were those elusive blue flickers deep in his core.
“We’ve arrived.” The object of her thoughts nudged her gently in the ribs, apologizing instantly as she winced. “Sorry! How could I forget?”
“I’m better than yesterday,” she said, smiling.
He helped her from the groundcar, and they entered the restaurant. The manager was waiting, a short, plump, overly obsequious man who seemed much too upset when he learned Opherra wasn’t going to attend the night’s meal. Miriell found his demeanor so odd that she was tempted to send a tendril of power his way to seek out the cause of his nerves.
Conor distracted her. “There’s something I want you to see before we have to go into the reception.” He tugged her toward a door at the side of the hall the manager was escorting them down. “Saviano,” he said to the other Combine soldier, “tell the others we’ll join them shortly.” Opening the portal, he whisked Miriell outside, pausing as she realized he’d brought her to another garden.
“How beautiful,” she said, savoring her surroundings. One enormous tree whose branches extended over the restaurant itself stood in the center of the area, the centerpiece of a tastefully arranged space that included a fish pond, a bench, paths, shrubs and flowers. A fountain burbled somewhere close by. The garden had been lit artistically and was incredibly appealing to her. She stepped onto the crushed-stone path leading toward the tree. “May I?”
Conor gestured her forward. “By all means. I’ll make sure we have time after dinner, but take a quick sip if you need to.”
“The energy will help me heal faster,” she said, laying her hands on the trunk. This tree’s bark was smooth, and she gasped at the sheer age of the plant. Whispering a small incantation to thank the tree for sparing her a drink of life-force, she felt happy and a bit dizzy as her power was restored. Her ribs tingled as the damage Jareck had inflicted repaired itself, cell by cell.
“The others are all waiting, Mr. Stewart. Perhaps you and your lady friend can admire the garden later?” The restaurant manager was standing on the steps, holding the door open, a worried frown on his face. A waiter hovered anxiously behind him.
“Maybe we should move the dinner out here.” Conor laughed. “My lady’s enjoying herself. It’s a mild enough evening.”
“Could we?” Miriell felt a definite reluctance at the idea of venturing inside again and spending the evening cooped up with a crowd of Amarotu captains and their arm candy.
“The…the garden’s not big enough for twenty-four guests and waiters. We’d have to move tables, the food is already cooked, the dishes would get cold—” The manager’s litany of excuses was stammered and staccato.
“All right, no need to work yourself up.” Conor slapped the man on the shoulder. “It was just an idea. Maybe next time we can book the garden ahead for an intimate dinner.”
Mopping his forehead with a handkerchief, the manager quickly agreed. “I’d be happy to take your reservation, Mr. Stewart, any time.”
“It’s a lovely idea,” Miriell said, giving the tree one last caress, as if it was a pet. She joined Conor as he followed the owner inside. “Is there anything you want me to do?” she asked Conor in a low voice before their small procession reached the big dining space at the rear of the building.
He shook his head. “Enjoy the food. Take a fast glance at each of the team leads, if it won’t deplete you too much.  General impressions only.” As he ushered her into the room and toward their seats at the head of the table, he lowered his voice to say, “Maybe we’ll lose Saviano after dinner and go for a drive, just the two of us.”
“I’d like that.” Because I really want to talk to you and find out what your intentions are, what your plan for us might be.
The dinner was a combination of excellent food smoothly served, if a bit spicier than Miriell preferred, and a lot of boring conversation. As the courses were brought and consumed, and the dishes silently removed for the next offering, she scanned the men and women who were Opherra’s key people and found nothing unusual or unexpected. All were greedy, cruel, vain and unprincipled to various degrees, like every other Combine person she’d ever come across. All except Conor, with his enticing but elusive blue flames. Seeing the blue behind his shields took more concentration than she wanted to exert in this setting.  She sat back, sipping at her wine, and glanced from Conor to the people seated around the table. As the conversation went on, the group discussed drugs, gambling, prostitution and other related criminal activities as calmly as anyone else might discuss sports or politics. The discussion nauseated her, even inured as she’d become after four years of captivity.  She found it impossible to reconcile the man who’d rescued her and treated her so gently with the ruthless crime captain in charge of this meeting, talking about a horrific amount of human misery and illegal activities.
Truth be told, the restaurant manager and the waiters bothered her more than the Combine people. The staff fidgeted, entering and exiting the room briskly, as if nervous. The service was impeccable, no dishes were dropped or wine spilled, but Miriell picked up the fine edge of terror. Maybe if Opherra had been present, she’d understand, because the crime boss had shown how capricious and casually cruel she could be. But with her absence, why were the restaurant employees and the manager so frightened? The oppressiveness of their anxiety got to the point that she decided to scan the manager the next time he came in. She took her drink and wandered to the glass doors leading to another part of the garden, wishing she could go outside and escape the Combine and the unnerving wait staff alike. But Conor wouldn’t allow her the latitude to leave the room, not in front of all of Opherra’s people.
Pushing the thought of the forbidden garden out of her thoughts, she pivoted to take the measure of the gathering, trying to gauge how close the evening might be to ending. Many of the girlfriends and wives had withdrawn into a circle at one end of the table, chatting. The four male significant others had formed their own group in a corner. Conor and the team leads were still deep in conversation, but the formal reports had ended. Are they talking sports now? About to take a sip of the wine, Miriell froze.
The remnants of the last course were still on the table. It had been at least five minutes, and no one had come in to clear the dishes or bring the desserts, which she’d been assured by her seatmate were renowned. Was she the only one who noticed?
Placing her glass on a low table by the door, she walked to Conor, bending to speak in his ear. “Something’s wrong.”
“Give me a minute,” he said, patting the hand she’d laid on his shoulder. “I need to—”
Senses blaring an alarm inside her, she grabbed his arm and tugged. “I need to talk to you now.”
Saviano, sitting to Conor’s left, laughed. “Better see what she wants. Never keep someone as hot as she is waiting. You’ve been ignoring her all night, and she might take revenge by refusing you later.”
“Excuse me, I’ll just be a minute.” Dropping his napkin, Conor followed her to the door leading outside.
She felt safer there, close to the tree and garden.
Brow furrowed, tone furious, he asked, “What the seven hells is the matter with you?”
“Where’s the manager? Where are the waiters? Why hasn’t anyone brought dessert? All of them have been incredibly stressed tonight, which I thought was due to having the Combine on the premises, fear of displeasing them or making a mistake, but what if it’s something more?”
Frowning, he glanced over his shoulder. “You may be—” 
BOOM.
The sound was so loud she was deafened, ears aching from the pressure of the blast. She felt herself lifted from the floor and literally thrown through the glass doors on a wave of unbearable heat. Conor landed on top of her and wrapped himself around her body, serving as a shield as she felt rather than heard two more blasts. The dining room behind them was enveloped in flames.
Not able to hear herself speak, she screamed Conor’s name and pushed him off. When she sat up, she realized she was surrounded by small chunks of the glass, which had fortunately shattered into nonlethal clumps. Frantically examining the unresponsive Conor in the hot light from the fire, she found the back of his suit had burned off, down to the skin. The remnants of the shirt were still smoldering, and his skin was charred in places. She hoped the nerves were numbed by the severe damage. 
Without a moment’s hesitation, she laid her hands on the blistering and blackened skin and began chanting a healing song. Fortunately, she was full of power taken from the ancient tree, and she could see him healing as her gift flowed over him, enhanced by the song. Her hearing came and went, bringing the agonizing screams of those trapped inside the banquet room. As she finished the chant, she rose, ready to try to rescue someone else, but the heat was intense, and the people she could see lay unmoving.
“What the seven hells just happened?” Conor sat up, hand to his head. In the next moment, he was on his feet, taking charge, blaster in one hand, tugging Miriell away from the burning building.
“A bomb, I think. Maybe several.”
There were still screams, and now she heard the buzz of blasters, punctuated by a few shots from projectile weapons.
“Why am I half naked?” he asked without altering his focus on drawing her away from the fire and the shootout.
“You shielded me from the blast, but you were badly burned. I healed you.”
He did a double take then, but was distracted by the sound of the blaster fire. “We’ve got to move. Someone is determined to kill off any survivors who make it to the front door, or drive them back inside the burning building to die.”
“Who would do this? Why?”
“We’ll figure it out later. Come on.” He pulled her toward the rear of the garden. 
“Wait!” She wrenched her hand free and ran to the tree, the crown of which was burning fiercely, set alight by floating embers from the restaurant. Placing both hands, palms down, on the trunk, cheek resting on the smooth bark, she said in Tulavarran, “You’re not going to survive this, my ancient friend. Let me set you free, and in exchange, I ask the gift of your power.” She sang the chant for the peaceful passage into the next life.
“Miriell, we don’t have time for this.” Conor hovered close by, eyeing the burning branches above her and checking the restaurant for signs of pursuit. Fortunately, it was so engulfed in flames that no one was going to come at them head on.
“There must be time. This is an ancient one. I can’t help the people, but I can and must assist this spirit. It’s my duty.”
He brushed falling embers away from her skirts and grabbed her wrist. “We should be on the move. We’re too close to the fire and whoever is hunting survivors.”
Twisting free of his grip, she stepped away from him, moving to the other side of the trunk as the heat from the burning building threatened to scorch through her clothes.  “You go ahead, if you must, but I can’t shirk my responsibility as a priestess.”
Muttering a curse, he took up a defensive stance close beside her. “I’m not abandoning you here, but make whatever you’re doing quick.”
She felt tremors under her palms and clung tight.
Above her, the as-yet-unburned branches sprouted a cascade of shiny new green leaves and then burst into flowers, the blooms’ perfume incredibly rich, overpowering the smoke for a second. Gratefully, she drew the scent into her abused lungs. Then the flowers died, morphing into seedpods in a blink, releasing from the tree and floating away on the wind fanning the fire. Miriell felt power flowing from the tree into her in a riveting flood of energy, filling her from head to toe, every nerve ending in her body transformed into a conduit for the transfer. The tree under her hands cracked, and Conor yanked her away as the wood crumbled into pulp, and the mighty boughs crashed to the earth, breaking as they fell. The fire blazed up.
“We’re going now.”
“How can we get out? The garden’s fully enclosed,” she said, dazed from her encounter with the dying sentience of the tree. She stumbled as he pulled her along the path.
“There’s always a way. I’m not getting shot down like a penned dog, and I’m not allowing them to kill or capture you.” At a run, he led her to a tool shed in the farthest corner. The door was locked with a padlock and chain.
“We can’t shelter in there.” She checked over her shoulder as more explosions rocked the building behind them.
“Kitchen going up probably.” He stowed the blaster in his battered shoulder harness. “If I give you a boost, can you get on the roof of the shed?”
She kicked off her shoes. “I used to climb trees so high their crowns touched the sky. I can do this.”
“Stay low once you get up there.” He lifted her, and she managed to claw her way onto the corrugated roof of the shed, ripping her dress in the process, crawling to the other side as she heard him leap and catch the edge to pull himself up. The shed overlooked an alley.
“I don’t sense anyone nearby,” she whispered.
“Good.” He handed her the shoes. “I’ll go first and catch you.” He slithered to the ground and then held up his arms for her. 
Taking a deep breath, Miriell let herself down, falling the final few feet into his rock-solid embrace.
Blaster in hand again, Conor hustled her down the alley away from the restaurant. Sirens blared in the distance.
“Surely we could get help from whoever comes?”
He shook his head, stopping in a pool of dark shadow and surveying the street ahead. “Until I know who ordered this hit and why, I’m not trusting anyone, including Opherra.”
“Why would she want to eliminate her own team? Kill you?”
“I doubt it was her, but until I’m positive, we’re not taking chances. Stay here for a minute.” 
Before she could answer, he darted down the street, hugging the line of vehicles.  A moment later, she heard an engine sputter to life, and a small ground-only cargo hauler came toward her, making a U-turn before stopping. The door slid open, and she ran to throw herself inside. Conor sped off almost before she was safely in the passenger seat.
“This truck’ll take us a few miles, and then I’ll switch to something better. No one’s likely to report it stolen tonight.” He glanced at her. “You doing okay?”
“I’m full of energy from the tree, so yes, physically. I think I’m in a bit of shock, though.” She held one hand out so he could see how she trembled.
“Probably. We had a helluva close call. Thank the Lords of Space you figured out something was going on. Breathe deep and trust me. No one’s going to find us again tonight. I know where we can lie low.” He drove the truck smoothly, not too fast, obeying all the traffic laws, as far as she could tell with her limited experience. There were few other vehicles on the road.
“How can you stay so calm?”
“Nerves of steel are in my job description.” He grinned. “I’ve been in bad situations before. Soldier, remember?” Glancing at her after he guided the truck around a curve, he said, “Thanks for saving my life. I owe you.”
“We’re even, I think. You saved me from Jareck last night. I wish I could have done something for all the other people we were with. I know they were Combine, but I can’t be reconciled to such a terrible death for people who never directly harmed me or mine. If only I’d spoken up sooner. I knew the restaurant staff was nervous, but until everyone waiting on us disappeared completely at dessert time, I didn’t suspect they knew an enemy would try to murder us.”
“Hey, don’t blame yourself.” Reaching out, he squeezed her hand. “This was a well-planned, professional hit. “
“Why would the attackers warn the restaurant manager?”
Conor shrugged. “Historically, that restaurant was a neutral place, a safe zone. He probably has informers and allies in many of the different factions. Maybe someone owed him. Maybe he helped set us up. Once you’re in the world of organized crime, all bets are off and you can’t rely on anyone. No trust.”
“I trust you.”
He took a deep breath. “I trust you too. You’ll find out how much in a little while. I hope we’re going to have a chance to talk tonight.” Holding up a hand as he steered the truck into a parking structure and headed for an upper floor, he said, “But not yet. Bear with me a little longer.”
He parked the truck at the edge of an empty floor. “We’ll be leaving the truck here.” He climbed past the seats to check the contents in the back of the vehicle. “This is more like it, better than driving in burned rags.” He tore the remnants of his burned jacket and shirt off, dropping them to the floor, and removed a uniform tunic  from a peg.  Although the stolen garment was tight fitting, he took a deep breath and closed the fasteners. He retraced his steps and exited through the driver’s door, walking around the vehicle to assist her in sliding from her own seat.
Miriell stood by, hunched against the cold wind blowing through the empty structure. “Now what? Why are we leaving the truck here? Should we take the burnt clothing?”
“I’ve left enough other evidence behind already, fingerprints for one, so the clothes hardly matter. No time to erase all traces. Lucky Opherra has most of the cops on her payroll and she can probably afford to buy the damn trucking company if they get upset over us borrowing a vehicle in an emergency. As to why we’re abandoning the truck now, you’ll see in a few moments.”
Hugging the wall, he led her to a dark stairwell. Despite her misgivings, she followed him into the inky passageway and descended the narrow steps for a nerve-rackingly long time. She tried not to breathe too deeply of the mold-scented air. Eventually, they arrived at a locked door, dimly lit by a flickering yellow light set into the ceiling directly above. Conor took out his handy tool kit, and a moment later the portal opened. She was barely across the threshold when the door snapped shut again, and Miriell gasped as she found herself in total darkness, only his tight grip on her hand to anchor her.
Then lights came on in rapid succession across a vast expanse, revealing a subterranean level of the parking structure. Enclosed in translucent security forcefield shields, a few vehicles sat scattered throughout the expanse.
“Long-term storage,” Conor said, heading toward one of the groundcars. It took him only a moment to retract the security stasis and usher Miriell into a beige, nondescript, older groundcar with a few dents and some missing paint here and there.
“Is this your car?”
“In a manner of speaking.” He activated the engine by tapping a code into the panel, and there was a muted roar. “I have the use of it if I need transport in an emergency. I think tonight qualifies.”
“The engine sounds like it could power a spaceship, not a groundcar.”
“Hidden capabilities.” His grin was cocky. “Not much longer now, and I’ll have you somewhere you can clean up and relax. We’ll be safe, I promise.”
Conor drove up and out of the garage at high speed, exiting onto a different street than the one they’d arrived on. He drove west, activating the vehicle’s flight configuration for a good half hour and blending smoothly into the aerial traffic lanes that soared above the glittering expanse of lights. “This city never sleeps,” he said. “Rush hour is around the clock.”
Eventually, he exited the skylanes, set down on a road again and drove at a conservative speed through what appeared to Miriell to be a normal subdivision of homes, each house set back from the street, kids’ toys scattered on the lawns, along with other evidence of the ordinary people who lived in the neighborhood. The battered appearance of their car fit right in with the other vehicles parked on the side of the road and in driveways. For the most part, the houses were dark. Conor pulled into a driveway seemingly at random and drove around to the back and into a garage whose door opened as their car approached and closed again smoothly.
He came to her side of the groundcar and opened her door. “No need to sit in the garage.”
She took his hand and let him assist her from the seat. The garage was featureless, had no windows and had room for at least two more groundcars. There was a single door, which led into a kitchen, the lights coming on as he entered in front of her. Conor tapped a code into an AI beside the portal so rapidly she couldn’t see the individual digits, then pulled her close with a sigh, resting his head on hers. “At last.”
She put her arms around him, and they stood locked together for a moment. “Are we safe here?”
“Absolutely.”
“No listening devices? No danger of anyone walking in on us?” Tilting her head to gaze into his face, she couldn’t stop herself from smiling at the idea of total privacy. Going on tiptoe and pulling his head down at the same time, she brushed a kiss across his lips. They’d barely escaped a fiery death. Who knew what might happen tomorrow? She’d made her decision to celebrate being alive and to experience what this warrior could offer. There’d been attraction and desire between them long enough. Time to seize the opportunity. From the way his arousal pushed at the fastening on his trousers, Conor was of a like mind.
“I deactivated all the surveillance ganglions, and we’re completely alone, I swear.” He moved to get a better angle for a second kiss, his hand brushing the side of her breast in an intimate caress. While he was kissing her, he unfastened the necklace and laid it aside on the counter.
“I assume there’s a bedroom?”
“With a large bed, no less.” He picked her up and carried her through a small living room and down a narrow hall, being careful not to bump her head. She kicked off her shoes as they went. Laughing, he paused for a moment to toe off his footwear. Turning right, he entered the bedroom.
He laid her on the bed tenderly and came over her, his arousal pushing at the closure of his dress pants, heavily insistent against the vee of her thighs. Keeping his weight on his elbows, he smoothed her hair off her face, plucking an errant seedpod from the tendrils and showing it to her for a second.
“Don’t lose it,” she said in protest as he flicked it to the side. “It’s a gift.”
“We can find it again. Later.” He kissed her as if she was the most delicate woman he’d ever met, gently stroking her lips with his tongue and then plundering her mouth with increasing urgency as she allowed his entry and responded in kind. Much though she enjoyed his tender caresses, she was riding the adrenaline of the night’s events, stoked by her mounting desire over the previous days, each encounter adding to her attraction for this man. Miriell craved his strength and power, and she let him know her wants, adjusting under him, exploring his mouth and his body with passion, encouraging him to loosen the reins on his own desire to match hers.
 Miriell held him as close as she could, running one hand through his hair as they kissed and slipping the other under the edge of the crisp, starched uniform shirt so she could enjoy the feel of his warm skin under her palm, circling the flat nipples and moving on to caress and explore. She realized he bore scars, old wounds badly healed, signs of the rough life he’d led, but now wasn’t the time to ask questions. She shifted her hips under him to force the pressure of his cock closer to the place she wanted it to be and pressed herself against the unyielding, hot arousal, impatient to be skin to skin with him.
She and Conor alike were breathless and disheveled when the kiss ended. He rested his forehead on hers, then suddenly rolled off her body and sat up on the bed, looking down at her. 
Trying to pull him to her, she asked anxiously, “What is it? What’s wrong?”
“Before we go any further, I have to tell you something.”
“All right, but you won’t change my mind.” She ran her hand over his arm, savoring the definition of the powerful muscles, the implicit strength of him. “Whatever it is you feel compelled to share, we can handle it.”
“This is an SCIA emergency safe house.”
Thinking she’d heard him wrong, she did a double take and slumped against the pillows. She’d been dreading a revelation that perhaps he had a wife somewhere, not this.
He met her eyes but took a deep breath. “I’m a police officer, Miriell. A deeply undercover cop.” 
“I don’t understand.” Now she sat up to face him, drawing her knees to her chest and clasping her hands around her legs. “How—how can you be a policeman and work for Opherra? How can you commit the crimes you carry out for her?”
“I have a warrant on file at the SCIA headquarters that allows me to take any action I see fit, from petty larceny to murder, in the pursuit of this case. I have blanket immunity, although I’ve been as careful as I can be and try not to target innocent civilians. But certainly I have caused collateral damage with some of my actions, and the guilt is my burden to carry.” He reached out to unlock her hands, kissing her palm while he kept his focus on her face. “My life is in your hands now. If Opherra ever finds out—”
Miriell shivered, putting both her hands around his and squeezing. “I’d never tell. I’m excellent at keeping secrets, especially those concerning people I care for.”
“I have no doubts.”
Given the immense nature of the revelation he’d shared, Miriell wondered why she wasn’t more shocked. But I’ve always known he was one to be trusted. She was definitely still aroused and full of desire for this man. “That explains the blue flames.”
Brow furrowed, he asked, “Blue flames?”
“I see the colors in a person, an aura to tell me who they are at their core. When I scan you, the clear cobalt blue marking a warrior of Thuun shines to my inner eye. Brave, one to be trusted. One who fights evil.” She stroked his cheek with her free hand, enjoying the rasp of the stubble against her fingertips. Tulavarra males had no facial hair. “Of course, you hide your true nature well, behind obsidian shields so strong even I can’t break through.”
“I don’t want shields against you. Any barrier between myself and you is the last thing I want.” His grin was rueful. “When I first saw you, when Jareck took you out of the infernal cryo-sleep container, I literally had only two thoughts—you were the most striking woman I’d ever seen and I already hated the way you were being treated. The more I got to know you—you have guts and smarts, both of which I admire. Running away from the hotel that first morning when you had the chance, not knowing more than a tiny bit of our world, barely able to keep yourself on your feet—I was amazed by your determination.” He cupped her cheek. “I hated not being able to protect you, get you away from the trouble you were in.”
Mind made up, she scooted closer, resting a hand on his arm. “Are there more secrets we have to discuss right now? Do you know what happened to my home base?”
He shook his head. “I wish I had some information on that for you but being deep undercover, I don’t get intel or updates on any operation, not even my own. Too dangerous.  I couldn’t make love to you under any kind of false pretenses. You mean too much to me for continued deception.”
“I’m sure I’ll have more questions later. For now, my only issue is why are we still wearing all these tattered, sooty clothes stinking of smoke?” She started unfastening his borrowed uniform shirt, one closure at a time. He sat patiently enough, but the moment the edges of the garment fell open, he shrugged out of the shirt and pulled her to him for another of those intense kisses. Miriell lost herself in the warmth and strength of his embrace.
Eventually, he pulled at the fastening of her dress, and she crawled from the bed to wriggle out of it while he watched with appreciation gleaming in his eyes and showing in his smile. “I liked this black gown the best of any you’ve worn, but now that I see what was underneath, I like the underpinnings better.”
Kicking the ruined dress aside, she pivoted, arching her back to give him a better view of her breasts, accented by the provocative black lace of the undergarments Tamlu had insisted on. “I wished it was you watching me today when I got dressed, not Tamlu,” she confessed. “I wanted you to see me, not just a woman wearing one of Opherra’s castoffs.”
“I always saw you, only you.” He drew her closer, back onto the mattress, unfastening the front closure of the bra, easing the straps from her shoulders so the lingerie fell aside. Cupping her breasts, he teased at the nipples with his thumbs, while Miriell shifted under his touch, the ache between her legs and deep inside making her want so much more from him than simple touching and erotic caresses. He took one nipple into his mouth, tongue swirling around the sensitive bud, which immediately pebbled. She moaned in sheer delight and pressed his head more firmly to the sensuous task he’d chosen.
In response, he laid her on her back and transferred his lips to the other breast, doing things with his hands and clever tongue that had her writhing on the bed in response. Pleasure and rising impatience warred in her mind and body. She wanted her chance to explore the aspects of his body that particularly fascinated her.
Conor kissed the base of her neck, grazing her skin ever so slightly with his teeth as if tasting her. She took the opportunity to fumble with the fastening of his trousers. He rolled onto his back, reaching up to lock his hands around the top of the headboard. She drew his pants and briefs past his hips, admiring the impressive length and girth of his cock as it jutted from his body, ready for her. Finishing the job of rendering her lover naked, she pushed the discarded clothing to the floor with one foot, running her hands up his thighs until she could fondle his balls, drawn tight against his body. She caressed the sensitive area, rewarded by his groan of pleasure and the creaking of the headboard as he kept himself from touching her for the moment. She wrapped her hands around the base of his arousal, stroking root to tip, her clasp firm and caressing, while he fought not to buck under her touch. Lowering her head, she took him into her mouth, swirling her tongue over the head, sucking and licking. Conor fisted his hands in her hair, careful not to hurt her, and murmured encouragement.
After a few moments of enjoying the taste of him, she allowed his cock to slip from her lips. Keeping her hand wrapped around him, stroking slightly, she said, “I think, my warrior, you’re ready for more than kisses.”
“But you aren’t.” He shifted her onto her back, cupping one breast and laving his tongue over the nipple, teasing her, while using his other hand to caress her soft stomach, before sliding it under the edge of the scanty black lace covering her most intimate parts. One finger parted her folds, stroking and caressing. He murmured a sound of pure male satisfaction as he discovered how wet she was for him. Switching his attention to the other breast, he kissed, using his teeth with utmost care just enough to inflict a flicker of arousing sensation, not quite pain, while he used two fingers to penetrate and tease the sensitive flesh of her inner folds, creating a bonfire of sensation. Ripples of arousal and pleasure had been cresting inside her ever since she’d realized they were going to make love, but now his sure touch drew a more intense reaction.
She couldn’t resist the orgasm he was striving to give her a moment longer. An ecstatic sensory overload swept through her from the inside out, her spine arching from the bed, muscles clenched in an effort to contain the delicious waves and prolong the sensation.
“Now,” he said as he removed the last bit of lacy lingerie and spread her legs, “we can dance, no music required.” 
“We move well together.” She fought to kiss him as he guided himself into her body, then thrust carefully. Throwing her head back, hands fisting against his back, she gasped. Conor stilled. “Are we all right, sweetheart?”
“I haven’t been with anyone in years, not since before the festival on my homeworld where I was kidnapped. You fill me so completely. Give me a moment to grow accustomed to you.” 
Hand on her breast, kneading and teasing, he said, “Take all the time you want. We have the entire night.”
She shifted her hips a bit, clenching her muscles around him before releasing the pressure to draw him farther toward her center. There was no question about her body’s readiness to welcome him. She’d never had a lover so skilled, or so well equipped to give utmost pleasure, and she wanted him seated as deeply inside as it was possible to penetrate. Nerve endings she’d never known existed were pulsing, firing their own explosions of ecstasy as Conor thrust.
He caught the rhythm she wanted, pushing and retreating, and then Miriell felt as if the two of them were flying, locked together in one unified whole, the pleasure taking her into the next state of being. She held him close, heard him say her name in that wonderful deep voice as his climax ignited her own, and the world splintered into blue and purple flames of passion and love.
Afterward, they lay tangled together, cozy under a blanket he’d dragged from the closet. 
“I should check your back, make sure the healing was complete,” she said drowsily.
Obediently, he rolled onto his stomach, pillowing his head on his arms so he could watch her with heavy-lidded eyes. She ran her hands across the broad, strong expanse of his back and shoulders. “Feels nice,” he said, flexing his muscles as she stroked along his shoulder blades. “Your touch is like a gift.”
“Everything’s fine. The skin healed properly.” She let her hand drift along his spine and lower, to his butt, squeezing.
He went to his side, pulling her into an embrace, holding her against his chest, where she could hear the strong beating of his heart. “Are you warm enough?”
“Toasty and content. I could stay here with you forever. If only the real world didn’t have to intrude when the sun rises.” She sighed, kissing him. “Is your name even Conor?”
“It is now. That’s all I can say. The less you know, the better for you.” His tone was mild enough, but it was clear he wasn’t going to give her more details.
His semi-erect cock rested on her thigh with the promise of another bout of lovemaking soon. He regains his strength rapidly. Conor nuzzled her neck, giving her goose bumps as he kissed his way up to her lips and demanded entry, his tongue sliding between her parted lips to explore. Adjusting, she responded eagerly to his caresses, allowing her hands to roam across his chiseled muscles and then lower, where his arousal grew under her attentions.
This time, she straddled him, and the pace was more leisurely, exploring, enjoying, until finally the passion became too hot, and Conor groaned and flipped her to her back, plunging into her depths with abandon. Miriell met his powerful thrusts with pleasure, using her inner muscles to squeeze and caress him, heightening the intensity for them both. The climax brought her to an even higher plateau of pleasure than the first time, and well contented, she lay in his arms and drifted off to sleep.



CHAPTER SIX
 
The smell of freshly brewed coffee woke her up as Conor sat on the mattress next to her, carefully holding two mugs. “Care for a cup? Genuine Terran blend. The SCIA spares no expense, so we might as well enjoy the privilege.”
“Coffee in the middle of the night?” She sat up against the headboard and wrapped the blanket around herself before she reached to take the offering. She cupped her hands around the warm mug.
“Why not? I couldn’t sleep and I heard you stirring in here. Sorry if I woke you up.”
She shook her head. “I was only lightly asleep, and having bad dreams. Better to be awake! Do you think anyone survived? Saviano maybe?”
“You saw the bodies inside the room, enveloped in flames. And judging from the blaster fire we heard, even if someone else was lucky enough to make it out alive, they didn’t get far. This was a well-planned hit all right. I’ve checked the news and so far they’re not saying much.” He sipped his coffee. “ If you’re hungry, there are rations I can heat up. Not too tasty but sustaining.”
She shook her head. “We had such a huge dinner.” Patting the mattress beside her, she said, “Come sit.”
“Take this for a moment, please.” He handed her his mug and bent over, picking something off the floor. When he rose and came onto the bed, he had the seedpod from the ancient tree. “I think you said you wanted to keep this? What was going on with the tree at the end anyway? I thought I was going to have to throw you over my shoulder and force you to leave it. Here, trade.” Conor took his coffee back and gave her the seed, with its tiny leaves like miniature wings. Sipping his brew, he got under the blanket with her and drew her to lean against him.
“The tree was going to suffer an agonizing death by fire,” she said. “It was a sentient too, not like us perhaps, but I couldn’t run away to save myself and abandon it. So I sang it into the next life.”
“Sang it—”
“The tree gave me energy, and I gave it the song, so it was able to reproduce to make these.” She held her hand out, the seed resting on her palm. 
“I watched the new shoots, the leaves and then the flowers bloom. It was an amazing show, hard to believe my eyes. I was more worried about the explosions and the blaster shots, honestly. And you not getting killed.” He eyed her over the rim of the cup. “You have incredible powers, don’t you? Much more than the Combine suspects.”
“At times, if Thuun wills it to be so. And as you observed, if I have the living energy to pull from.” She studied the seedpod. “I hope at least a few of these will find open ground. It was the best I could do.”
He smoothed her hair away from her face and kissed her cheek. 
Afraid he would be concerned after the remark about her power, she said, “I’d never hurt you, never use my gifts against you.”
“I know.” Closing his eyes, he leaned his head back.
“How long have you been doing this dangerous job of yours?”
“Five years. Like I told you, I got a job as a low-level enforcer and kept my eye out for someone on the rise in the Amarotu structure, someone I could tie in with and use to work my way into the inner circles. Opherra was running a high-class whorehouse by the spaceport, but even then I could see she was hungry for power and utterly ruthless. She had more side deals and schemes going on than I could count. I engineered a situation or two where I was able to save her ass, and we became a team.”
Miriell pondered how close a team, remembering what Tamlu had said. “How can you stand to carry out the acts demanded by your role in the Combine? I heard you discussing all those drug deals, the gambling and the rest earlier tonight.”
“It’s necessary.” After finishing his coffee, he set the mug aside on the floor and ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m not proud of the things I’m good at, the things I’ve done. I do what you did at the restaurant the first night, as often as I can without blowing my cover.”
“What do you mean?”
“I know you tripped the waiter somehow, averted an innocent woman’s suicide. I’ve had a few civilians pulled out and sent into witness protection over the years. It’s dangerous, but I do what I can. If Opherra insists on killing Bazin’s girlfriend, I’ll get her extracted and set the crime scene to indicate a successful hit went down.” He rubbed his forehead, face set in grim, tired lines. “The sordid and reprehensible acts I’ve been forced to carry out in the past five years will all be worth it once we pull down a major branch of the Combine.”
“Was there an undercover cop in my Sector’s Combine organization? Do you think such a person might have had something to do with the explosion and takedown Opherra told us about?” She was angry, wondering if any of the thugs and enforcers surrounding her had secretly been law enforcement, people who could have saved the prisoners. How many had died needlessly?
“I don’t know. I doubt it. There’s high-level Mellurean involvement in the case I’m on, which is one of the critical success factors in my infiltration. The fact you’ve been held for four years argues the operation wasn’t compromised by the SCIA. The Mellureans take a very dim view of abuse of psychic sentients such as yourself, but if they don’t know it’s happening, not much they can do. It’s not easy to accomplish, you know, getting undercover agents in place. Several of my colleagues died or simply vanished in earlier attempts, either they were betrayed or slipped up somehow. Good men and women.”
“I’ve never heard the term Mellurean.”
“An ancient race, survivors from a much different time in the galaxy, eons before we arrived on the scene. Not many left. From what I’ve been told, the first encounter between the humans and the Mellureans didn’t go well at all for us. They have power so far beyond even what I suspect you can do that the scope is incomprehensible. The Mellureans allied with the Sectors eventually because we have a common enemy in the Mawreg.” He looked at her face, which must have mirrored her inner confusion. “The Mawreg are the ultimate bosses of predator races like the Shemdylann who invaded your planet. The suspicion of their involvement is part of why I’m here. The authorities believe this branch of the Combine may be working closely with the Mawreg client races as part of a strategy to undermine the Sectors. Their support for the Combine may be an experiment to get humans to betray humans, and if it works, the Mawreg will make the Combine a full-fledged partner. Then we’d be fighting two wars—against the aliens and against an internal enemy. The Combine leaders only care about their own enrichment and power. High stakes for the human race and our allies. So I volunteered for this.”
“But to what end? Do you report in or—”
He shook his head. “Never. I have a Mellurean mind implant that records what I see and hear. That’s how I knew you were scanning me with something. Periodically, the implant clears the memory while I’m asleep. I have no control over it, but I assume the records go to Mellure and are shared with the SCIA from there. I never make direct contact at all. Too dangerous.”
“But you said you’d rescued people. And this house, the car—how did you get those?”
“I have a way to initiate a no-reply contact. There’s no actual connection between me and anything but an impenetrable AI network, but I can make requests for extraction and flag them as priority. The car, the house, some other assets, are SCIA standard. We have similar things scattered around the Sectors where an agent might need them. I know how to find what I need when I need it.”
“So you’re condemned to serve here forever? Until you’re caught or killed?” She was horrified and frightened for him. He was as much a prisoner as she was, though he’d chosen his servitude.
“Actually, I’m coming close to the end of the assignment, I hope. The supreme managers of each Sector and their primary subordinates come together every few years with the Amarotu overlords at a highly classified location. From all indications, the meeting is scheduled soon. Opherra’s risen to a high enough level of territory management to be invited, and I’ll be going as her second. Once I’m on site, I send a signal via a one-time app in the Mellurean implant, and the SCIA swoops in and captures or kills as many of the lowlifes as possible. Lops off the head of the snake, so to speak. I’ll have to testify against the Combine for a long time, but then I can get on with my life.”  He toyed with her hair. “I had—have—plans.”
“If you survive.” Struck by a sudden thought, she blinked. “Doesn’t Opherra think we’re dead right now?”
“I sent her a quick text when I grabbed the truck, told her I was lying low tonight and I’d make my way to her tomorrow.”
His wording struck her as odd. “What about me?”
“I’ve been hoping for a chance to safely extract you, and this is my opportunity. When I leave in the morning, you’ll stay here, and an SCIA team will pick you up within twenty-four hours. You’ll be relocated, protected, I swear. I’ll tell Opherra you died in the fire. There aren’t going to be enough physical remains left to identify anyone. Whoever set up the hit used a combustible known as Shemdylann fire, consumes everything. Opherra won’t lose any sleep over your fate. You weren’t her asset.”
She bit her tongue for a moment, anger and dismay warring within. Choosing her words carefully, she said, “I appreciate the care you wish to take to safeguard me, but I can’t leave any more than you can. I must return to Opherra as well.”
“Are you crazy? I can get you completely away from these murderous bastards, where you’ll be safe. I can’t guarantee your life if you go back to Opherra’s control. She could order me—or any of her soldiers—to shoot you, or she could send you to one of her brothels… Miriell, I’d have to choose between the Sectors and you, and Lords help me, I’d do anything to save you.”
“Together we are the priestess and the warrior, the unbeatable pair spoken of in the most powerful legends of my people. Thuun has answered my prayers at last and set us on our path,” she said. It was clear to her, and now she had to convince him. “I must avenge my people. I’ve done such things in the last four years as to make myself dishonored beyond saving, yet Thuun allows me to take the power still. Therefore, he has work for me yet. If I go with you, I can help destroy the network perpetrating horror on so many, including my planet and my family. I…I could regain my honor and be worthy of a man such as you.”
“That’s right, you said you had a sister back on Devir 6, didn’t you? I’m sorry for your loss, but sweetheart, this isn’t some trideo tale of the old-time heroes. It’s ugly real life, and I can’t let you stay in the mix. As for being worthy of a man like me…” He swallowed hard. “I’ve done things I relive regularly in nightmares. I’m not worthy of you. I can’t promise anything, but I swear I’ll do my best to find you, wherever they’ve relocated you, after this case is all over. The SCIA will owe me the information— reuniting us is the least the authorities can do, considering my services rendered on this case. If you’re still willing, we can see where we go from there.”
She rose from the bed, needing distance to say what she had to say next. Swathing herself in the blanket as if in her ceremonial finery, she took a deep breath. “This isn’t your decision. I understand when I speak of Thuun and my beliefs that the words are nothing to you but fanciful stories—”
“I’m not trying to insult your religion.” His protest was instant and hot. Leaving the bed himself, he came to take her in his arms. “I’ve seen you in action. I respect the beliefs underlying your choices.”
Miriell nodded. “I accept the apology. But you must accept the reality of how I do battle in my own way. Last night at the restaurant, the tree gifted me its entire life-force, down to the tiniest mote, after the seeds launched. The sentient housed in that guise had lived thousands of years, and I now hold all the accumulated power. To what purpose, if not to help destroy the Amarotu monster at its lair? At this meeting you speak of.” Unbending a bit, she let the sheet fall and framed his face with her hands. “Too long have your commanders left you alone in the battle. I’m here to be your shield mate, the sword at your side. You need me.”
He held her so tight she couldn’t breathe for a moment. “I do, but I’d never take a civilian into this fight, much less a woman I care for so much, not when I could send her—you—to safety.”
“I stopped being a civilian the moment the Shemdylann attacked my world.”
He nodded. “I understand the analogy. But assuming for a moment I agree to take you on as my partner in fighting the Combine, how do we make it work? Convince me.”
“You tell Opherra how I saved you. Tell her I’ll help you search for whoever set us up. Make it clear you’ve done what she ordered and, as she inelegantly put it, fucked me, so now I’m even deeper in your thrall. I’ll do anything to please you, or so you assure her. With this much power at my disposal, I probably could get Bazin to have sex with her in front of his fiancée, if Opherra demands a test.”
“You don’t for one moment believe what we did, that my making love to you, was anything but genuine, do you? I’m not trying to manipulate you.” 
She read his anger, his fear she didn’t trust him, his concern that her feelings for him would shift, that the trust between them was not strong enough yet. Conor’s shields no longer held against her, and the knowledge gave Miriell hope and courage. “I know the truth in your heart, my love. I’ll never doubt you.”
He released her, sitting heavily on the edge of the bed. “I must be crazy to even think about the possibility of doing this. Of risking you.”
Thuun be thanked, the right words came to her, an argument she knew he’d have to accept. “If I’d been waiting for you here at this safe house with a blaster and my own warrant, if I was an SCIA operative, would you accept my help? Even if we cared for each other?”
There was silence for a few moments.
“Yes.”
“Well, then. Choose to think of me in that way, as a fellow officer. In a sense, one could say I infiltrated the Combine against my will four years ago, when they bought me from the Shemdylann. I’ve been in the middle of their operations, if not by my own choice as you arrived, but I fully understand their methods and cruelty. I am so ready for the final act of bringing them down. Don’t deny me the satisfaction.”
“I can’t think of you as anything but the woman I’ve fallen in love with,” he said, voice low and strained. 
“And your partner.” She held out her hand. “We’re beyond a truce now.”
He stared at her for a moment before taking her hand in his and shaking it. “But I’ve watched your power drain away over time if not renewed. How will you manage after the first few days?”
“This was the entire life essence of a powerful being, in its own way. A priestess isn’t allowed to take that much from anyone. But it was a gift, freely given, in return for my blessing and help in saving the seeds, ensuring there would be a next generation. The transfer of power was nothing like the small sips I took here and there in the hotel garden and from the plants. I can hold this energy inside, in reserve with ease, until the right moment comes to unleash the gift upon those I hate. I’m a senior priestess, well versed in the intricacies of Thuun.”
“I think Opherra would be scared if she knew, which thankfully she doesn’t,” he said. “Can you influence her at all? Or is she like Jareck? Genetically immune?”
“I’ve only scanned her lightly. Someone like her is tricky to manipulate, and I was too weak before, as you saw. I’m not sure I had enough power at my command before today.”
“We’ll have to be careful.” He drew her to stand between his knees, resting his head against her stomach. “I’ll have to treat you as if you don’t matter to me.”
She ran her fingers through his hair, delighting in the silken weight of the strands, so unlike her own. “Together we can do this, I’m sure. I never expected to emerge alive from captivity, once I understood my people’s insignificant place in the universe and the forces against us. I certainly never dreamed of finding love.” Waving one hand at the house around them, she said, “These few hours we have together are a blessing, and I’m grateful.”
He pulled her onto the bed, and she came willingly. “I intend for us to emerge very much alive. I’m going to do my damnedest to mold future events to achieve our survival. When I was on my own, I was resigned to being on a suicide mission, my life a small price to pay to accomplish the downfall of the Amarotu if the situation went so negative. But now I have a new, overriding goal—I want you to survive, to be free.”
“With you.” She kissed him. “Thuun must be merciful enough to grant that we survive together or we die together, but either way, we must achieve the victory.”
“Now who’s the warrior?”
 
The return to the hotel and Opherra’s sphere of power on the next day after the restaurant bombing was easily accomplished. Miriell put on her tattered, sooty dress and Conor his dress trousers and the uniform shirt. Slowly, they walked down the narrow hall to the kitchen. “This house appeared to be so large from the outside, yet it’s actually quite cramped. Why the odd design?” she asked.
He rapped his knuckles on the wall, as if knocking. “There’s a lot hidden in this part of the building—the AI, secret data-gathering and transmitting gear, storage. The safe-house aspect is almost the least important piece of the structure. Even I only have access to some of the things in there.”
She asked the question that had been bothering her since their middle of the night conversation. “If you’ve been reporting on events automatically, then why haven’t these Mellureans done anything to help me since I arrived?”
Frowning, he shook his head. “I have no idea, unless it’s because the timeline on this operation is close to being over. They may not want to risk blowing the whole takedown on the Combine at this point just to rescue you. No offense. If you’d let me transmit an extraction request last night, the SCIA would have been able to get you to freedom later today with no suspicion on Opherra’s part.”
“We’ve already decided that point—I remain at your side to play my part in ending the Combine’s evil. And I’ll rely on our partnership to get us out of trouble, not on the Mellureans or anyone else.” She rose on her tiptoes to give him a kiss. “I trust in you.”
 The last thing he did before they left the house was put the deactivated necklace around Miriell’s neck. Conor paused as he was fastening the clasp. “I wish—”
Sensing what he was about to say, she let her hair fall from her hand onto her neck and turned to him, putting her fingers on his lips. “There’s no going back now. Harder tasks than this lie ahead.”
“One step at a time.” He nodded. “Battle comrades. You watch my six—my back—and I’ll watch yours.”
“Always.” Going on tiptoes, a little off-balance in the high heels, she kissed him.
He swept her off her feet and carried her into the garage.
 
He drove them in the groundcar to a mass transit station and parked in the outer reaches of the grounds. “SCIA will have a team take care of this and erase our presence at the house in a few hours.”
“How can the Combine stand against such a well-organized opponent?” she asked.
“Like any other agency, mine is spread thin across the Sectors. The people in charge can only prioritize so much. Without sounding boastful, I have to say that not just anyone can become an agent either, whereas the Combine can sweep up the dregs of many worlds and employ them.”
Nodding, Miriell said, “That makes sense.”
He laid a finger on her lips. “No more talking about these things from here on out.” Sealing his instruction with a kiss, he led her toward the terminal.
 He bought her a breakfast of fast food before boarding a gravlift train. Ignoring the stares of people around them, she sat hand in hand with Conor for the first few stations, and then when they transferred to another line terminating in the hotel area, she sat side by side with him in silence.
Conor took her into the hotel through the back entrance they’d used before and up to the penthouse floor via the servants’ gravlift. Today, the service lift was full of housekeeping personnel and others concerned with the smooth running of the hotel, most of whom studiously avoided eye contact with Miriell, though a few gawked at her torn and soot-stained dress. When the portal opened onto Opherra’s floor, armed guards confronted them.
“Hey, it’s only me,” Conor said. “Nice way to greet a guy who survived an attempted hit last night.” He put his hands up, subtly angling his body in front of Miriell.
She raised her hands as well and let a tendril of her power drift toward the two soldiers. The men were uncomfortable treating Conor like a possible enemy but too afraid of Opherra to stand down.
The closer one held out his hand. “Give me the blaster. If you check out okay with the boss, you’ll get it back.”
“No problem.” He handed over his concealed weapon with no hesitation. “What I really want is a shower and some fresh clothes. Decent breakfast maybe.”
The guards escorted them into the regular gravlift and down one floor to the business area of Opherra’s operations. They were shown into her office, where she sat flanked by two more of her thugs, blaster rifles at the ready. Today, she was all business, in a power suit, her hair in a severe updo, her nails painted black. Head tilted, she stared at Conor.
“Sit down and tell me your side of the story.”
He sat, and Miriell slid into the chair next to him, consciously assuming her façade of compliant and cowed prisoner. As calmly as if there weren’t four blasters aimed at them, he walked Opherra through the events of the disastrous night. When he reached the part where Miriell had warned him something was wrong, the crime boss’s gaze settled on her, although plainly she was addressing Conor.
“So the female saved you? Only you? And how did she know there was going to be an attack?”
Miriell bit her lip, unsure if she’d been given permission to speak. Conor jabbed her in the ribs. “Hey, the boss wants to hear from you, so answer the questions.”
“Yes, sir.” Smoothing the bedraggled dress as if nervous, Miriell said, “I didn’t know there was going to be an attack. I knew the manager and the waiters had been acting odd all evening, giving off waves of anxiety, which I could sense. I assumed the staff was intimidated by the fact that the Combine was present in a large group, afraid of giving offense perhaps. And then they suddenly disappeared without serving the last course, so I thought I should alert my controller at that point.”
“How nice of you.” Opherra’s voice was acidic. 
“I have no wish to die, and I was frightened.” As always, Miriell stuck to the truth as much as possible. She was taking peripheral glances at the crime boss’s aura, careful not to linger with any scan. Opherra was suspicious, hostile, but also curiously excited. There was none of the anger or upset Miriell had expected to see at the loss of so many of her people, no discernible pleasure at Conor’s survival.
“We went off to the side to talk privately, next to the garden door, a moment or two before the explosion happened. Blew us right through the safety glass.” Conor finished the story. “Listen, let me take a shower and change, and I’ll get right on the investigation into this.”
Opherra shook her head. “No need. I already know who’s responsible.”
He sat back in his chair as if her words carried physical force. “Who?”
“Framter. He’s jealous of the promotion I’m getting, and I think he’s trying to undermine me at the last minute. Rub out my team, make me look powerless.”
“Framter?” Conor rubbed his jaw.
“Yes, I need to talk to you about next steps, but frankly, you stink of smoke, and I can’t stand to see you in a tacky delivery-boy uniform shirt a moment longer. Go shower and change and get back up here.” She waved the guards off. “Give him his blaster and get out.”
Conor took the weapon and slid it into the holster as the other Combine soldiers filed from the office. “Will do, boss.”
“And leave the performer in your rooms. I don’t need her right now. The Bazin operation will have to wait while we deal with this. I may hand it off entirely to someone else, in fact, and her with it.” Opherra’s vidlink chimed, and she waved them away as she turned to deal with the incoming call.
Conor took Miriell by the elbow and led her out of the office. They were both silent until reaching the privacy of his suite, and even then neither spoke of what was truly on their minds, mindful of the eavesdropping devices.
“I’ll take a shower first, boss lady’s orders, and then you can grab a quick one while I’m dressing,” he said. “I’ll have to cuff you to the bed before I go back to her office.”
“All right.” Miriell shimmied out of the wretched dress, enjoying the gleam in his eyes as he paused to watch, but then he disappeared into the bathroom, and the water in the shower ran.  She wrapped herself in a sheet and sat down to wait, pondering the scene in Opherra’s office. Did the boss really believe this Framter was behind the attack? Or might she have set up her own people as an excuse to frame and take down the other crime lord? It was odd the way she’d canceled out at the last moment and thus stayed clear of the attack, almost as if she’d had forewarning.  Or planned it herself.  Could she have been so devious? Probably.If I’ve learned one thing in my four years as a Combine prisoner, it’s how complicated and seemingly senseless the machinations can be. Conor’s apparent status as expendable concerned her. If I hadn’t been there, he might well have died.
Everyone is a pawn to Opherra. She resolved to warn him not to take anything for granted where the crime boss was concerned, although she was sure he was well aware of the danger.
“Your turn,” he said, interrupting her reverie. “The hotel always has plenty of hot water, but make it fast. I’ve got to get out of here.”
As she went by him, he caught her for a long kiss, but said nothing.
She rushed her shower and was out in record time, clad in a towel. Fully dressed and as unflappably debonair as always, Conor sat on the bed, wearing an expensive blue suit with a subtle pattern in the fabric. He tugged the towel off playfully. “If only I didn’t have to stay dry and had more time. You present quite the enticing picture right now.”
Grabbing the towel back, she gave him a mock glare. Her drab gray tunic and leggings were on the end of the bed, along with the utilitarian underwear, so she got dressed as fast as she could and took her place, sitting calmly as he snapped the cuff around her ankle. Silently, she showed him she still had possession of the tiny key. He raised his eyebrows and nodded.
“I’ll try to get some food sent up to you.”
“I’ll be fine.” Belatedly, she remembered the listening devices and added, “Thank you, sir.”
He leaned over to kiss her, and she whispered in his ear, “Be careful. Something’s off with Opherra.”
He squeezed her shoulder and left.
Miriell settled in to take a nap, feeling deliciously relaxed after the shower, tired and a bit sore from the long night of lovemaking. Whatever was going to happen next, she’d face it better prepared if she was properly rested. Sitting and worrying about Conor, which was her only alternative, would help neither of them.
Tamlu showed up in the middle of the afternoon with a tray of food. “Conor asked me to make sure you got something to eat,” she said. “Guess he really cares. Or at least he’s a nice guy. Busy day. This is the first chance I’ve gotten to stop by.”
Miriell didn’t comment but started in on the fruit and sandwiches.
Tamlu acted like a woman at loose ends and was definitely in the mood to talk. She wandered around the bedroom, peeking into drawers and the closet, which annoyed Miriell on Conor’s behalf, but she bit her tongue. The prisoner she’d been before falling in love with Conor wouldn’t have cared, so she couldn’t reprimand Tamlu now.
“Gonna miss Saviano,” Tamlu said, standing in front of the mirror and fussing with her own hair, trying out a variety of styles and pirouetting to check the effect of each. “He was Conor’s best friend, you know. Or at least the guy he trusted the most in this shark pack Opherra has. Things are getting weird around here, let me tell you. Do you know she asked me late yesterday afternoon if I wanted to tag along with you to the dinner? I never go to those things. It’d be a reward for all my hard work, she said, have a high-class meal, maybe flirt with some new guys. Saviano anyway. Him and me hooked up a few times.”
Goose bumps rising on her arms at Tamlu’s close call, Miriell broke her silence. “Why didn’t you come with us, then?”
Turning around, Tamlu leaned on the bureau and shook her head. “I honestly don’t know. Sometimes I get a feeling in my gut, and I’ve learned to listen to it. Opherra wasn’t ordering me to go, after all, so I said I had a headache and I’d take her up on the offer next time. She laughed. She was in a super good mood last night.”
Miriell had many more questions, but remembering the listening devices, she bit her lip and stayed silent. “Lucky for you,” was all she said.
“Yeah. I was surprised she was so cheerful. I know she told Conor to fu—I mean, take you to bed, but now that he apparently has, I think she’s jealous.”
“You said the two of them were over as a couple a long time ago.”
“Doesn’t mean Opherra wants some other woman to have him for more than a casual one-night fling. And I don’t think Conor’s the kind of guy to do casual. I’d watch out for the boss, if I were you.” Apparently feeling she’d said too much, Tamlu changed her tone. “Hey, are you about done with lunch? I’ve got stuff to do for her this afternoon, and it’s not my job to babysit you.”
Finishing the glass of juice, Miriell pushed the tray away. “Thank you for the food.”
Tamlu took the ruined black lace dress, clucking her tongue in dismay over its condition, and the remnants of the lunch and departed.
Deep in thought, Miriell found she couldn’t go back to sleep, so she experimented with the trideo controls and settled on an all-news station. Although she let it play for hours, there was no mention of last night’s events at the restaurant, which struck her as an odd omission. But maybe the Combine controls the news here as well as other things.
No one came to bring her dinner, nor did Conor return. Eventually, Miriell turned off the trideo and the lights and let herself drift to sleep. The sound of the door woke her an indeterminate time later, and she sat up with relief, yawning as Conor came in. At some point, he’d changed clothes and was now wearing a military-looking green sweater, camouflage utility pants and well-worn combat boots. He carried a blaster rifle, which he stood against the bureau before taking off his shoulder holster. Walking to the bed, he bent to kiss her. “You okay?”
“Fine. No one bothered me, and Tamlu brought me a late lunch.” She studied his face in the low lighting. “Are you all right?”
He stretched one way and then the other before removing the sweater and throwing it on the floor. “Long day. You go back to sleep. I’m taking a shower.”
Obediently, she settled against the pillows, and she heard the water come on. It ran for a long time, and she became concerned. Unlocking the ankle cuff, she walked into the bathroom, afraid to knock lest the listening devices pick up the sound. A really smart eavesdropper would figure out she could release herself from the shackles any time, and she couldn’t risk discovery, remote though the possibility might be.
 Conor stood in the shower, arms braced on either side of the controls, his head bowed. She shimmied out of the old T-shirt she was wearing and opened the enclosure door, slipping inside and wrapping her arms around him, her breasts pressed against his naked back.
He straightened and laid his arms over hers.
“Are you all right?” she whispered, barely loud enough to be heard over the running water. “You’ve been in here so long I was getting worried.”
“We wiped out the entire Framter operation today. It was a firefight, for the most part, worst combat I’ve seen in a long time.” He kept his voice quiet. “Parts of it were a slaughter, low-level people who didn’t need to die. I tried to avert some of the worst of it, but Opherra was unstoppable. She was drunk on the killing. I’ve seen murderous rage like hers in war a few times, and those people are insane, you know? I think she might have ordered the hit on us herself to allow her to take her ‘revenge’ on Framter. She’s always hated him, thought he was her biggest rival and obstacle, but today…today was something else.”
“Tamlu told me Opherra suggested she go with us to dinner last night.”
He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Really? Unprecedented. Tamlu never attends any operational meetings. She’s personal support for Opherra.”
Miriell released him and picked up the soap. Squirting some into her hand, she soaped his back, lathering the tense muscles and massaging his shoulders until she felt the knotted muscles loosen. She stroked the soap over his lower back and then moved to his butt and the backs of his powerful thighs, coming teasingly close to his balls. She added a low level of her energy to the effort, hoping to relieve the tension thrumming through his frame. “Feel good? You need to relax, rest, be ready for whatever she does tomorrow.”
“You keep this up, and I guarantee we won’t be resting.” He turned to face her, and she soaped his chest, gliding her hand across his taut, chiseled abdomen and down to grasp his arousal. He leaned against the tiles as she playfully washed his balls and cock, taking extra care. Reaching out to cup her breasts, thumbing the nipples, he asked, “When is it my turn to wash you?”
“This bath is for you, not me.”
He gave an involuntary moan and pumped his hips against her hand as she wielded a washcloth to rinse the soap she’d been applying. “Yeah, tell yourself that, but I think you’re enjoying it too.” He lowered his head to lick her lips before pushing his tongue inside her mouth and pulling her hips against him. His erection was a hot, hard length against her stomach.
A moment later, he picked her up and instinctively she wrapped her legs around him. Holding her easily, his muscles more than equal to the task, he slid inside her, pumping with an intensity that signaled how close he was to finishing. She shut her eyes and did her best to match his rhythm, not caring that she wasn’t ready to orgasm herself. She’d meant what she’d said. This was for him, and she was pleased to give him release from the horrors of the day. The warm water cascading over them both was like rain on a spring afternoon on Tulavarra. She let herself pretend she and Conor were making love in a private spot on her homeworld, free of all the visible and invisible chains they both labored under. 
He groaned and arched against her as he came, holding her so tight she could hardly breathe. She kissed his lips, and then he buried his face in her hair for a long moment before sliding from her body as he set her down on the tile floor.
“How did I survive without you all these years? I love you more than I can ever say.” His whisper was intense. “What would I do if I ever lost you?”
“You won’t.” Pushing his hair from his eyes, she held his gaze. “Any more than I’ll ever lose you, my heart. Thuun has brought us together, and no one can break us asunder.” She made her voice as reassuring as she could, although he knew as well as she did that nothing was assured in their perilous situation. Opherra and the rest of the Combine coiled around them in all directions like venomous snakes, waiting to strike at the first sign of weakness or betrayal.
“I want to believe that, but—”
She laid her fingers across his lips. “In this moment, what I said was truth. Worry about the future later.”
“Good advice.” He picked her up. “I’d like to get out of the shower now, Priestess, and worship you properly in a drier location.” Nipping at her earlobe, he gave her a wickedly mischievous look.
Miriell turned off the water, and he stepped from the enclosure. She snagged two of the huge, thirsty towels hanging on the wall, and he set her down, taking one for himself while she dried her own body. Suddenly, he tilted his head and focused intently on her hair, reaching out with one hand but not quite touching the strands. “Am I hallucinating, or do you have flowers blooming in your hair?”
Blushing, she stepped to where she could see herself in the steamy mirror. Tiny purple blossoms dotted her lush green locks as if sprinkled there by a careless hand. She touched a fingertip to one. “Only in the most extraordinary circumstances does a priestess of Thuun display the violamikri, the flower of true love. I thought them a legend.”
He came to stand behind her, wrapping his arms loosely over her stomach, kissing her cheek. “I’m honored.”
Leaning against his broad chest, she sighed. “And already the blooms disappear. But the important thing is that we both witnessed them, a clear sign of Thuun’s blessing.”
“Like flowers in the desert when it rains,” he said.  He picked her up, towel and all, and carried her to the bed.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Hours later, she settled against him, drowsy and thoroughly satiated, using his shoulder as her pillow. Worrying over how many, if any, sounds of lovemaking the com sensors had picked up was fruitless. She’d made her decision to enjoy every moment with Conor and knew Opherra expected them to have sex, so Miriell was at peace with her choice. And perhaps no one was monitoring the data. She was drifting off to sleep when he whispered, “I’ve been thinking. Opherra’s acting as if she knows something none of the rest of us do, something giving her new power.”
“That can’t be good.” Then she swatted his shoulder. “And what are you doing thinking about her right after we made love for hours?”
“I’m sorry, and she certainly wasn’t on my mind while I was busy making you climax three times in a row.” He nipped her shoulder in return. 
“I forgive you.”
“It’s just, you cleared my mind earlier, pulled me out of the complete funk I was in from the attack on the Framter branch. Now I’m back to thinking clearly, the way I need to be—”
As a cop. For a moment, she was afraid she’d said the words out loud, but apparently not since Conor didn’t react.
He kept talking, lips close to her ear, voice barely audible. “Especially at this late stage of the game, a change in how Opherra acts and thinks isn’t a good sign. We’re leaving in the morning on her private ship, by the way, going to the overlords’ management retreat.”
Swallowing hard, Miriell fought to control her nausea. “Do I have to travel in the cryo-sleep pod?”
“No, she agreed to let you share my cabin since it’s a short trip. We’ll be crowded—”
“As if I care about that.”
“Yeah, but the concession from her was too easy. I didn’t get a chance to explain why I was asking. She waved her hand and said whatever I wanted was fine.”
“Tamlu thinks she’s jealous we’re sleeping together.”
He was silent for a moment while he considered the idea. “Could be. Opherra doesn’t like to share, nor does she appreciate any suggestion of divided loyalties. We’ll have to be even more on guard than usual.”
 
Early in the morning they were driven to the spaceport in the groundcar with Opherra and Tamlu, as well as a new Combine soldier up front next to the driver, where Saviano used to sit. Miriell wasn’t sorry to be leaving this planet, which she assumed she’d never see again, but the speed at which her life had changed here was terrifying. Equally daunting were the unknowns about where she was going. Closing her eyes, she breathed a quick prayer to Thuun. The presence of Conor, sitting so close and warm next to her, made Miriell think perhaps her deity was listening to his lost priestess. Maybe even granting prayers.
Conor was acting cool and distant, not giving her any special treatment after the long and involved kiss they shared in the hotel room before emerging into the hall and stepping into their expected roles. In a way, it was easier for her to slip into the passive-aggressive prisoner mind-set when he firmly stuck to his Combine identity.  Her feelings weren’t hurt. She knew they were each putting up their shields for the next battle to come.
Opherra was in an excellent mood, humming a tune and reading something on her AI that obviously pleased her immensely. She left them without a word at the landing pad, Tamlu scurrying in her wake. Conor stared after her for a moment before turning to Miriell. “Follow me,” was all he said.
Opherra’s private ship was good-sized, but of course all Miriell had to compare it to was the Shemdylann slave ship she’d been transported on. Every other time she’d traveled, she’d been unconscious in a hidden cryo-sleep container. The corridors were a bit narrow, and when Conor opened the portal to the cabin she’d be sharing with him, she had to choke back a laugh. Close quarters indeed. She raised one eyebrow at him, afraid to speak until she knew whether they could be overheard, or even worse, observed.
“I’m told we’ll be in hyperspace for three days. You’ll be staying in the cabin except for meals. Don’t think of trying anything stupid, because Opherra’s ship has AI ganglions everywhere, including this cabin. You’ll be under constant watch, even when I’m in meetings with the boss.” His voice was stern, belied by the rapid wink, so fast she almost missed it, he gave her. But he’d told her what she wanted to know.
 
The trip seemed to take forever. It was bittersweet to spend so much time with Conor, yet be unable to talk about anything important. He was gone much of each day, at Opherra’s beck and call, but Tamlu came to keep her company on the second day of travel. The assistant taught her to play an intricate card game.
“I don’t have anything to do on the ship either,” Tamlu said. “Boss lady’s wardrobe is all ready for the big meetings, and I’m not involved in any of the planning. Conor said you and I might as well spend time together.”
“He did, did he?” Miriell opened up to talk to Tamlu a bit more than she would have ordinarily but still kept her responses short and barely polite.
“I’ve never been to the top bosses’ meeting before,” Tamlu confided, laying her winning hand of cards down on the small table bolted to the deck in Conor’s room. With a whoop of joy, she swept the table and began shuffling the deck for the next round. “Too bad we aren’t playing for actual stakes. You’re such an easy mark that I could retire. I don’t even have to cheat. Much. Opherra hasn’t been to this meeting either, of course. All the big guys in the Combine will be there. The overlords fly in for the occasion. Probably a lot of speeches and boring talk.”
“Probably.” Miriell enjoyed the childish glee with which Tamlu reacted to winning, even though the stakes were imaginary. She wondered how the woman would feel if she knew Miriell could force her to lose every hand. She’d been required to use her power for such things on occasion. Actually, a happy Tamlu gossiping endlessly worked out nicely, and a few nuggets of useful information came Miriell’s way in the flow of inconsequential chatter.
“One of the crew told me we’re actually outside the Sectors now.” Tamlu shivered, glancing at the vidscreen on the bulkhead, which displayed a static star field. “I’ve never been beyond civilization. Kinda scary, like anything could happen.”
Miriell wondered if the remote location would affect the SCIA’s ability to crash the criminals’ management retreat. Conor had indicated the takedown would happen sometime on the first day of the summit, so the two of them only had to navigate the dangerous gathering for a short time before rescue would be at hand. While Tamlu chattered on, Miriell focused inward, testing her power. As she’d told Conor, the level remained high, thanks to the gift from the tree. She wasn’t sure what she’d be called to use the power for, but she knew Conor was afraid the takedown would be violent, a battle between law enforcement and the Combine soldiers, while the lords and masters of the Amarotu fled like so many insects. Perhaps she’d be in a position to prevent their escape.
“It’s your turn.” Tamlu’s voice held impatience, so Miriell guessed she’d been too inattentive.
As she went to play her cards, the door slid open, and Conor came in. “Who’s winning?”
“I am. Of course. You know I’m lucky at cards,” Tamlu said. “I used to clean Saviano out of half his paycheck when we played.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “I miss him.”
“He knew the risks when he took the blood oath.” Conor’s voice was cold. “The cook is serving dinner in the galley now. You’d better go if you don’t want to be eating the leftovers.”
“What about the two of you?”
“I prefer to take the prisoner to eat after the first rush dies down, when there are fewer people to gawk at her. Last night was a circus and put me off my food. See you later, Tamlu.”
The assistant added up the game tally, gathered her cards and left with a casual wave. “We can have a rematch tomorrow, Miriell.”
Conor moved to the bed. “Come here.”
“Yes, sir.” She left the chair, stretching her arms above her head and bending side to side a bit, deliberately teasing him with a good view of her breasts filling out the tunic.
He grabbed her by the wrist and hauled her to him, rolling her onto the mattress and placing himself on top of her. It would look rough to any observers if their actions were being monitored, but he was careful not to hurt her, and Miriell was fully engaged and happy to have a few moments to whisper.
“Something is definitely up,” he said in her ear, voice barely above a whisper. “Opherra isn’t focused on reports of activities in her organization at all. I caught a glimpse of what’s on her AI. She’s studying stuff straight from the overlords. Information way above anything she should be involved with. The Combine is hierarchical, and her overboss would never share his power, even if she is sleeping with him. I don’t like it.”
“We’re committed to a course of action,” Miriell reminded him. “We have to stay alert.”
He moved aside and left the bed, heading toward the tiny bathroom. “Be ready to go to dinner in a few minutes.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I wasn’t kidding when I told Tamlu I want to avoid all the onlookers this time. You’d think this crew hadn’t ever seen a beautiful woman with green hair before.” He gave her a grin.
They’ve never seen you defy Opherra over a woman before, not even a little bit.
 
Sometime during the night, the ship dropped out of hyperspace and landed on a planet. Conor sleepily urged her to catch a few more winks while she could, but Miriell couldn’t go back to sleep. She was full of forebodings and anxiety. 
Early the next morning, there was a knock on the portal. Eyebrows raised, Conor went to open it, revealing Tamlu waiting in the corridor, her arms full of shimmering aqua fabric.
“I need to come in,” she said.
Conor stepped aside, and Tamlu entered the cabin, stopping beside the table. Her face was set in unhappy lines.  “Boss lady’s orders. Miriell’s to wear this today, not her uniform.”
“Oh? She give a reason? We’re background here, audience fillers for the bigwigs’ egos,” Conor said. “Why does it matter what the prisoner wears?”
“It was specially made for Miriell.” Tamlu bit her lip as if she wanted to say something else but shook her head and refused to meet his eyes. “I’m to get her dressed now.”
He stepped aside. “Go ahead, then.”
Miriell left the bed and started removing her uniform. 
“You can keep the underwear,” Tamlu said.
Miriell undressed and redressed as fast as she could, not liking this change in procedure. Why would Opherra want her to display herself in this eye-catching outfit?  The fabric was lovely, and the long overdress was complemented by matching tights. Tamlu offered gold-colored sandals. “I tried to match the finish of your hideous necklace as best I could.”
Miriell caught her wrist. “What’s going on? You know something, don’t you?”
The assistant broke her grip and backed away. “I can’t talk. Gotta run. Just…be prepared for anything. Good luck.” Practically running in her haste to leave, Tamlu exited before the portal was fully open.
“I don’t much like the sound of that,” Conor said, checking the charge levels on his blaster.
“Yes, it was like she was saying goodbye.” Miriell wished she’d tried reading Tamlu’s emotions but realized she probably wouldn’t have found anything useful. The woman’s actions had shown as much as any internal feelings would have. The assistant wasn’t good at hiding her emotions behind a mask.
“We have to go. There’s a protocol, or so I’ve been told, in the preparation meetings we had.” Conor replaced the weapon in the shoulder holster. “Low-ranking people like us are supposed to be in our seats before the overlords arrive, so we can applaud and puff up their egos even further. Today will be mostly introductions and speeches, from what I can gather. Tomorrow, the real discussions and negotiations over territory, rackets and profits commence in more private sessions. Not sure what I expected, but so far it’s like being at a convention, unless you have a high enough rank to sit in on the meetings. Which I don’t, and neither does Opherra, except to a certain degree.”
Miriell took a deep breath, examining her odd finery. She had a feeling this day was going to go badly, and she hoped the SCIA wouldn’t delay too long in attacking the gathering. Then her focus would be protecting Conor and herself and trying to delay the Amarotu overlords in their escape attempts.
Conor took her by the elbow, exerting only gentle pressure, and steered her out the door into the corridor. He walked closer to her than required, his warmth reassuring. They exited the spaceship onto a landing pad where the early morning sun was already raising the temperature drastically. Other ships of varying sizes were scattered around on the spaceport’s surface, but there wasn’t much activity other than a few groundcars heading to the east. One of these waited for them, sleek and black, with two Combine soldiers Miriell had never seen before. Dressed in military-style fatigues, both men carried blasters. The Amarotu symbol of three snakes entwined was on a patch on their uniform sleeves. One checked an AI and crooked his finger at them. “Conor Stewart? This car’s for you and your prisoner.”
“Yes.” Conor stared at the ship and the empty ramp. “Shouldn’t we wait for the boss?”
“She’s already gone to the amphitheater.” The man opened the car door and gestured. “You don’t want to be late.”
Feeling more trapped than she had in a while, Miriell climbed into the car, Conor right behind her. One soldier sat beside the driver in front, and the other kept them company in the roomy passenger compartment. 
The planet felt old and dead to her senses, certainly not populated by any sentient beings other than the visiting humans, although she caught odd flickers that puzzled her. There was sparse vegetation here and there in the vast open space they were driven through, probably clustered around deep water sources. A group of buildings was visible in the distance, and the car accelerated drastically, covering the road at a blinding speed.
“What is this place?” Conor asked.
The soldier stared at him for a moment, as if deciding whether to answer. “Your first time here, huh? This is a neutral planet, pretty dead, actually. Some unknown race used to live here thousands of years ago. No idea what happened to them, but they left behind sturdy buildings, all set for us to move into. The Combine uses this place for a lotta high-level stuff, way off the spacelanes and off the grid. Some of the overlords who travel the farthest bitch and moan about the inconvenience, but—”
“Enough with the tour-guide crap,” said the soldier in the front passenger seat. “He needs to know something, he’ll be told.”
Rolling his eyes, the more garrulous man shut up.
A few moments later, the groundcar pulled up in front of the oddly shaped building complex, joining a queue of vehicles inching forward as each disgorged its passengers and sped away. Miriell realized she had nervous tremors in her belly, like small birds. She squeezed Conor’s fingers for reassurance when he handed her out of the car after it stopped.
“Follow the crowd,” said their escort. “See you later. Or not. These meetings can get violent. Strange things happen. Better you than me going in there.” He chuckled and ducked back into the car, which sped away.
Conor set off into the building, Miriell following a few steps behind. They entered a wide space open to the sky far above. The floor underfoot was a marvel of colorful inlaid mosaics, but she had no time to admire, caught in the flow of people and rushing to avoid separation from Conor. The hall emptied into a huge amphitheater, with seats all around the wide expanse of floor. Two impressive conference tables had been set up equidistant from each other on the slightly raised center stage. At the moment, the chairs at the tables were empty.
“For the overlords,” Conor said. “I wonder where we’ll find Opherra.”
“Excuse me, are you Mr. Stewart?” An officious woman with an AI approached him. “And the, uh, alien known as the performer?”
“Who wants to know?”
“We’ve been waiting for you,” she said without explanation, making a tick mark on her AI screen. “Lady Opherra wanted to be sure you reached your seats without incident. Please allow me to escort you.”
She led them into a small side hall, and as they emerged from the dimly lit passageway a moment later, Miriell realized they’d be sitting in a front row, right next to the stage area. Two chairs in the row were conspicuously empty, and the other occupants of the area stared as she and Conor sat.
“Not sure I like this,” he said in a low voice. “Being highly visible at any time around the Combine overlords makes me uneasy.”
“I’m dressed for the wrong time and place,” she said, equally quietly. “But since Opherra herself selected my clothing—” The audience members around her were either in military-style garb with the Amarotu patch prominently displayed, or in severe business attire, like Conor’s dark suit. Miriell’s colorful dress stood out like a flower in a pile of carbonized fossil fuel.
There was a blare of ceremonial music, and an announcer’s voice said, “All rise for the overlords.”
The lords and masters of so much crime and misery strolled casually onto the stage from the left in small groups, taking chairs at the big table. The crowd applauded, cheering and whooping. Thinking this had aspects of a religion or a cult, Miriell did a double take as the final small group emerged from backstage. She clamped her hand on Conor’s arm. “Why is Opherra with them?”
Eyes narrowed, he stared at his boss. “She couldn’t possibly have jumped enough levels to be on the ruling council. The rank would put her in charge of an entire Sector, and she hasn’t earned the right or the respect.”
“Well, she’s the only woman there.”
The white-haired man at the center of the table remained standing, making hand gestures for the crowd to quiet down. “Please, sit and we’ll begin the day’s events by welcoming our partners.”
Barely settled in her chair, Miriell went rigid, sucking in air and fighting vertigo and panic as four hulking Shemdylann came onstage from the right. She didn’t even realize she’d grabbed Conor’s arm until he patted her hand and whispered, “Try to hang on. Remember they’re not here for you.  We knew the Shemdylann were in league with the Combine to some degree. This confirms it.”
The four aliens stood at attention as if waiting for someone or something, and a moment later, the crowd gasped as another of their race moved into view. This newcomer was three times the size of the others, towering over the human guards. Its carapace was a glossy black with hints of emerald green and scarlet accents.  Elaborate filigreed gold chains and brooches dotted the edges, like pierced earrings on a human, rough-cut gems glinting in the lights.
“What the seven hells? Must be one of their females,” Conor said.
At a gesture from the elderly man, Opherra moved out from behind the table, advancing to stand in the middle of the stage, facing the Shemdylann. Hands together, she bowed her head and spoke in Basic. “We of the Amarotu Combine greet our trading partners and most especially Lady Gyxxtahm, admiral of the Dwaveerh Fleet.”
Opherra did a good job with the difficult syllables, her voice melodic.
Gyxxtahm inclined her massive head slightly. “We are pleased to see the Combine has answered our request to have a female of equal rank to mine join us, to spare me from addressing an inferior male.”
Several extremely slender, gray-skinned aliens had quietly come onto the stage and were hovering at the end of the Shemdylann table.
“Bad to worse,” Conor whispered. “See them? Chimmer. One of the few so-called client races to work directly with the Mawreg.”
“Conor Stewart, please bring me the prisoner,” Opherra said.
He rose to his feet slowly, radiating tension. Miriell forced herself from the chair and followed him to the center of the stage. She had a terrible feeling about what Opherra might have in mind, and she directed her power at Conor, trying to calm his anger and remind him what was at stake here.
The Shemdylann female’s head swiveled, and she assessed Miriell. “Ah, I see you have a Tulavarran slave. Interesting. I had thought the natives were all dead. I’ve heard they can be amusing playthings.”
“We have this one female remaining, and on behalf of the Combine, I present her to you as a humble welcoming gift.” Opherra took Miriell by the wrist and pulled her forward, toward the Shemdylann.
“The hell you do,” Conor said in a low, hard voice, moving with them, hand going toward his blaster.
“I told you we weren’t keeping her.” Opherra’s voice was amused as she leaned close to him so only the three of them could hear her. “I hope you had your fun, because she belongs to them now. Give me the control for the necklace and stand down, Conor, I mean it. There are about twenty blasters aimed at you right now.”
He grabbed his boss by the elbow, forcing her to face him, although she kept her hold on Miriell. “We are not giving this woman back to the slavers who kidnapped her.”
“You’re willing to give up your life for her?” Opherra sounded coolly amused. “After which I’ll give her to them over your dead body. Decide right now, before my fellow overlords get suspicious or the guards get trigger-happy.”
Terrified for herself but even more for him, Miriell sent such a wave of power at Conor that he was literally frozen in place for a moment, and then she created an impossible-to-resist urge to hand over the AI controlling the necklace. To Opherra and the crowd, she hoped his stance conveyed obedience, as if he was standing at attention before complying with his superior’s order. We only have to survive these next few hours, until the SCIA arrives. Please let him calm down, let him realize the time factor. I can endure until we’re rescued. 
Opherra gave him an indulgent smile as she accepted the small controller. “I knew you’d see reason. No woman is worth dying for.” She pulled Miriell forward, closer to the Shemdylann.
“We are pleased to accept this offering, and we appreciate your attention to detail by clothing it in the sacred color of gifting among our people. Well done. An auspicious start to the day. I congratulate our allies on choosing you to represent them, Lady Opherra.”  The Shemdylann clacked one of her claws, and an underling hastily came forward with a pair of manacles on a long chain. Opherra locked the cuffs around Miriell’s wrists, and the alien female hooked the chain onto her carapace. Handing the AI controller to another servant, Opherra briefly explained the purpose. Deliberately yanking at the chain to force Miriell to stumble, the alien leader moved to take her place behind the table set aside for the Shemdylann. As the Chimmer eyed her, Miriell sank onto a hastily provided hassock a few feet behind her new owner. She sent Conor a look trying to convey all her love for him and released her psychic hold on his body.
He staggered a step but then straightened and deliberately switched his gaze from Miriell to focus on Opherra, who was at his side again, hand on his arm. “I’m glad you see it my way and came back to your senses. I’m sure she was fun in bed, but now the serious work begins. Come, sit behind me, where my second-in-command belongs.”
Without another glance at Miriell, he pivoted and followed Opherra to the head table, taking the chair she indicated in the first row behind the Combine overlords.
Although her heart beat fast with fear and sorrow, Miriell was proud of her warrior, for his immediate acceptance and understanding of the roles they both must play for now. Miriell stayed on edge, wanting to be prepared to take action when the SCIA attacked. She was sure Conor would immediately move to save her from the Shemdylann, and she had to be ready to do her part.
But the day went on uneventfully.
There were speeches from both sides after which the most senior member of the Amarotu overlords gave a recap of the year’s significant events and challenges.
So businesslike, except their profits and losses are counted in actual lives ruined or lost. Miriell couldn’t stop herself from glancing at the translucent ceiling dome far above. She hoped to see incoming ships or some other sign of law enforcement coming to break up this travesty of a meeting, to destroy the Amarotu. The bronze-colored skies remained empty, only a few wispy tan clouds scudding by. 
Aware she was an object of curiosity for the assembled Combine personnel, as well as the Chimmer, Miriell held her air of sullen, disinterested captive and refused to allow herself the comfort of glancing even briefly at Conor. 
There was a working lunch, and since no humans sat on her side of the amphitheater, none of the servers approached her. The Shemdylann juveniles acting as servants brought rations for their mistress and her staff but seemed puzzled about what to do about Miriell, with one eventually placing a tray on the floor next to her hassock. Hastily, she grabbed the container of water and several oddly shaped pieces of fruit, stowing several in the pockets of the dress, creating ungainly bulges. She knew from her past experiences that she wouldn’t be able to stomach anything else the aliens themselves ate.
In the late afternoon, the meeting broke for the day, and Miriell’s last glimpse of Conor was as the humans left the amphitheater. He hesitated at the door, searching for her among the small gathering of aliens, and his gaze was like a physical touch, concerned and loving in equal parts. She didn’t have to extend any of her power to read the frustration in him and a deep anger over her drastic measures forcing him to yield her to the enemy. Opherra put her hand on his arm flirtatiously, laughing, and the two strolled out of sight.
Jerked by her chain as the Shemdylann leader moved, Miriell obediently walked behind the female, surrounded by her enemies as she exited the building on the other side from the portals used by the humans. Shemdylann soldiers fell into formation around Gyxxtahm, escorting her and the others to the waiting, oversized ground transport vehicles. Miriell had to fight down panic as she was tugged into the vehicle, casting a desperate final glance at the sky. 
What if the SCIA arrives while I’m trapped on the Shemdylann ship?



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
He’d never been so angry, nor felt so powerless, in his career in law enforcement, unable to protect the woman who meant more to him than life itself. As the Combine proceedings dragged on, Conor concentrated on breathing. He compressed the anger deep inside, honed the emotion to unleash when the moment for action came. If ever it was imperative that he keep his cover intact, it was now. Miriell’s action paralyzing him for a few key moments when she was transferred to the Shemdylann had saved his life, not to mention protecting the success of the SCIA operation. He knew that.  The knowledge didn’t make him any less upset over her choice. She should have trusted me to think of something.
But he had to admit there was nothing he could have done. I hope she didn’t sacrifice her own life to save mine. Keeping his gaze away from where she sat on a cushioned stool of some sort, tethered to the Shemdylann by a golden leash, required almost more willpower than he possessed. But he knew curious eyes watched him. He could feel them inspecting his demeanor for any sign he was upset with his boss or felt rebellious. Opherra wouldn’t forgive even the tiniest lapse in loyalty on this big stage.
As the long day wore on, there was no relief from the tension. He had to be ready for the moment when the SCIA forces launched their assault, even more so than before, because he’d have to rescue Miriell from the Shemdylann while the fury of the seven hells was breaking loose around them. The Amarotu had massive firepower of their own on-site, plus whatever their alien allies commanded. No one was going to go down easy.
He hoped the Mellurean implant had sent its updated information about the attendees to his people.
By midafternoon, he was seriously questioning whether he had sent the one-time signal to initiate the attack. Where the hell are they? Was anyone coming? Had there been some massive snafu, some problem with his implants? Had these last five years of living in hell been for nothing? He straightened his spine and rolled his head and shoulders a bit, striving for calm, trying to get a handle on his out-of-control imagination. He knew he’d sent the quick blip speeding offplanet from his mind to his Mellurean handler. The Mellureans never failed. The SCIA will come. Taking down the Amarotu at this rare gathering of leadership is the top priority and the operation will be initiated. 
Just, apparently, not on his schedule.
The day’s events ended. He waited beside his seat, watching Opherra talk to one or two of her fellow overlords, before she walked in his direction, a spring in her step and a confident set to her shoulders. “Shall we go back to the ship and freshen up before the banquet?”
“Whatever you want to do, boss.” He gave her a bow and stepped aside to let her precede him, but she looped one arm through his and drew him toward the exit.
As Opherra walked her fingers flirtatiously up his arm and murmured breathy, disparaging comments about some of her fellow Combine overlords, Conor concentrated on breathing. Her touch made his skin crawl. As they followed the thinning crowd toward the portal, he gave in to the urge to glance over his shoulder for a last glimpse of Miriell. He prayed to the Lords of Space to keep her safe during the night, even as she was surrounded by enemies.
He realized Opherra was staring at him. Voice acidic, she said, “Well?”
“Sorry, boss, what did you say?”
Eyes narrowed, she gave him a look of disgust. “I hope you and I aren’t going to have a problem. Are you still upset because I gave away your little bed partner?”
“I was surprised, that’s all.” He forced himself to keep a casual tone. “You did warn me we weren’t keeping her.”
“Right. She doesn’t fit our operation profile, and I don’t need my second-in-command thinking with his cock. Distracted means disaster in our world. Don’t forget the old rule.” Accenting her advice with a childish tap of her index finger on his forehead, she started walking again. He fell in beside her, making sure no one in the throng leaving the building bumped into her as she headed toward her sleek black groundcar. He took refuge in performing the instinctive bodyguard duties, because if he let himself think about what Opherra’s stunt might cost him and Miriell, he’d probably strangle her on the spot.
 Several of the Combine’s guards joined them.
Opherra nodded, and her lips quirked in a small smile that she quickly suppressed as the grim, heavily armed soldiers took their positions to protect her. “I like the perks of being on the ruling council.” With a nod and a satisfied flip of her hair, she said, “Ride back to the ship with me. We need to talk.”
He followed her into the backseat of the luxurious limousine. Despite the size of the passenger compartment, she sat so close their thighs touched, and she gave him a coquettish glance as he handed her the obligatory drink. He poured one for himself. “I propose a toast. To your success, boss. Well deserved.”
She clinked her glass against his, and they drank.
“I hope you’re going to tell me how this all happened,” he said, settling back against the cushions, feigning a relaxation he didn’t feel. The expensive feelgood wasn’t making the slightest dent in the tension and stress rampaging through his body.
Kicking off her shoes, she rubbed one bare foot over his calf and leaned in close so he had to raise his arm and allow her to pillow her head on his shoulder. “It’s been a comet ride, I’ll tell you that. When the Shemdylann made it known earlier this year they wanted to deal with a woman, the overlords decided there were three of us in the running.” She sipped her feelgood and snorted a laugh. “Stupid bitch in Sector Thirty Seven, the one we borrowed the punk and the alien from, got her whole operation taken down by the SCIA. Which is another reason not to harbor the so-called performer. Her people may have been involved in destroying an entire branch. I wish the Shemdylann great joy in owning her, frankly.” She held her glass out for a refill. “Where was I? Oh right, after the self-styled ‘ringmaster’ was eliminated, only Olikkia and I were left in the running.”
“The woman who heads up the counterfeiting operation?”
“The same. She’s not nearly tough enough to go toe-to-toe with that Shemdylann bitch.”
“From everything I’ve ever heard about her, I agree. Surely the overlords realized her weaknesses?”
Opherra smiled, and his blood chilled a bit. He’d seen that particular expression on her face before and knew it to be a sign of something awful having gone down. “The council had a little help clarifying their vision,” she said. “Olikkia garnered strong support from several of the overlords, due to their, uh, personal connections, shall we say? But she also had ties to Framter. So I killed two birds with one stone, framed him for the fake hit on my people at the restaurant and then exacted my revenge, thus destroying him, casting doubt on her for having been his ally and, more important to the big picture, showing the overlords what a badass bitch I am.” She raised her arms in a champion pose. “Ready to impress the Shemdylann. Today was a good start.”
Somehow, he maintained control of his vocal cords, despite the anger choking him. He realized he’d curled his hands into fists and consciously relaxed. “Fake hit? Felt real to me. Sure as hell wasn’t a fake death Saviano and the others suffered. Thought I was of more use to you than dying to prove a hit was genuine.”
“You sound disappointed.” She eyed him. “Are we going to have a problem moving past that? My key people had to be there that night. No one would suspect me of engineering the death of my own. Pawns, Conor, we’re all pawns in someone else’s game. You know the rules as well as I do. Seven hells, we’ve both known what success in the Combine takes since the early days when we first teamed up. Only now I’ve leveraged my sacrificial pawns into getting myself onto the actual board, with real power. The Shemdylann are going to expect to see me at every interaction, and I’m going to extract my price for providing the mouthpiece service from the council.” Finishing the last of her drink, she set the glass into the recessed holder. “I figured you’d survive. You always do.”
“Aren’t you afraid that whoever pulled the job will talk? As you yourself said, Framter had allies.”
“I used a jack team from offworld, freelancers. It was an easy enough job. They came in, did the deed and flew out. Handled through an anonymous third-party mercenary broker. None of the allies of the late, unlamented Framter want to tangle with me, even if anyone somehow suspects my involvement. No profit in it either. The deed is done. The council was suitably impressed I am a badass.”
“Yes, you are. One thing bothers me, though, a loose end.”
“What?” She peered ahead. “We’re nearly at the ship. Make it a quick question.”
“Why did the restaurant manager and his staff know the hit was coming? Miri—I mean, the performer keyed off their anxiety to warn me, remember?”
“Oh, that was the best part.” Opherra gathered her purse and slid her feet into her shoes. “The manager’s a distant cousin of Framter’s. So I made sure he got the hint, planted a false trail to indicate the word came through Framter’s back channels. Told the mercenary crew not to target any of the staff.”  The groundcar slid to a smooth stop next to Opherra’s ship. “The manager survives, the obvious assumption is Framter saved him. Not my problem the idiot told all his waiters and cooks too.”
The door opened, and one of the guards waiting outside leaned in to offer his hand to Opherra. She gave Conor a wide-eyed, flirtatious smile as she exited the compartment.  When he got out, she was already halfway up the ramp. “We never did get to what I wanted to discuss,” she called over her shoulder.
“Sorry, boss.”
“We leave for the dinner party in two hours. Don’t make me late. And wear your best suit. It’s a formal occasion.”
He waved a hand to acknowledge the order. Walking through the ship to his cabin, he kept control of his emotions, but the moment the door slid shut behind him, he took a deep breath and removed his concealed blaster, setting the weapon carefully on the dresser and then sweeping everything else to the deck with one violent swipe of his hand. Glancing around the small space, he could still smell Miriell’s delicate natural perfume, like sweet flowers. She was here just this morning. He’d never expected to see this space again. By now, he’d thought the SCIA takedown would be complete and he’d either be dead or on his way home with the woman he loved. Instead, here he was, still at Opherra’s beck and call, while Miriell was a prisoner of the Shemdylann.
He went into the bathroom, shedding clothes as he went. Checking in the mirror to see if he should shave again—Opherra liked a certain amount of stubble on a man but was fastidious about how much shadow he had—he swore. “What a complete fuckup.” And now this formal dinner to get through, acting as Opherra’s loyal backup and arm candy. At least it’ll be continued evidence-gathering for the SCIA’s case, but I don’t need any more proof of how heartless and ruthless these people are. Fighting the strong urge to get dressed in utilities, grab his blaster, steal a car and go in search of the Shemdylann ship, consequences be damned, he forced himself to get into the shower, blasting the cold water in an attempt to calm down. Surely my guys will arrive tomorrow and this nightmare will be over. Lords of Space grant that Miriell will be safe enough for one night.
As he toweled off and laid out his suit, he remembered Miriell’s perceptive words to him at the safe house. Too long have your commanders left you alone in the battle. 
She was right. I’m at the end of my endurance, and I never realized it until I fell in love with her. I want my real life back, but Miriell has to be part of it. So he had to step carefully for this evening and the next day. No mistakes.  
He could manage. 
Of course he could.
 
The dinner was interminable. Expensive, supremely well-cooked food was prepared by a renowned chef flown in especially for the occasion. Unfortunately, the dishes tasted like cardboard to Conor, given his tense mental state. A lot of loose talk went on about Combine operations that he was sure his supervisors at the SCIA would salivate over, and to his relief, he received scant personal attention from Opherra. She was busy worming her way into the inner circles that fate and her horrific scheming provided her access to. 
The gathering was humans only, so he didn’t have an opportunity to see how Miriell was faring. Hard as it would have been to stand by while she was leashed to the Shemdylann admiral, at least he’d have been near enough to help her if the attack came tonight, or anything else went down. The Combine overlords were on good behavior this evening, but he knew the jovial demeanor and collegial discussion were only on the surface. These predators could turn on each other in a heartbeat. Combine soldiers loyal to the top overlord were stationed everywhere, ostensibly guarding the entire gathering’s safety but ready to take directed action if so ordered.
Seven hells, he was no better, sworn to protect and obey Opherra, despite his blood oath to the Combine itself, which was supposed to take precedence, although his oaths to the Sectors and the SCIA override all of that. He grimaced at the thought as he spooned a mouthful of the syrupy dessert into his mouth. 
All evening he’d been hoping to feel a tingle of Miriell’s power, to know she was reaching out to him, but nothing. No one had ever told him what her range was, if indeed anyone knew. He supposed she was reluctant, or afraid, to use her special talents while on the Shemdylann ship. The fact she wasn’t trying to contact him wasn’t a sign of any worsening of her situation. Still, he would have liked the reassurance, a connection between them on some level.
Eventually, the evening ended, and he escorted Opherra to her groundcar. As usual, she sat too close to him in the passenger compartment, and he realized she’d drunk more feelgoods than he’d counted. Still, he prepared to pour her a new drink, as per the standing order.
“Never mind,” she said, pulling his hand away from the bar and placing it on her upper thigh, bared by the deep slit in her bespangled dress. “I think we can finish the evening without more liquid refreshment. There are other amusements.”
Silently, he lifted his hand away from her body and shifted his position a fraction, putting some space between them. Dismayed, he hoped she’d take the hint.
Instead, Opherra slid over the cushion and onto his lap, facing him, twining her arms around his neck. It was obvious she wasn’t wearing any lingerie as she rocked herself over his crotch in a crude attempt at arousal. “Come on, you know the driver and the guard can’t see in here unless I let them. No need to be shy now.” Leaning forward so her dress gaped away from her ample breasts, she tried to kiss him.
“This isn’t a good idea, boss,” he said, moving her off his lap and back onto the bench seat. He turned his body, making his arm a barricade so she couldn’t repeat the lap maneuver. “We closed that door between us years ago and moved on. I’m not your type. You told me so yourself, as I recall.” Give her a face-saving out.
She seemed to appreciate the old joke, smiling and squeezing his arm through the jacket’s sleeve. “Muscle-bound and way too smart.” She gave him a mock slap across the face, playful. “What harm can a fling do, for old times’ sake?” Resting her other hand on his leg, she slid her palm toward his groin. She groped him awkwardly through the fabric of his trousers, fondling his balls, frowning as she touched his unresponsive cock. “Not happy to have me all to yourself? Too much to drink maybe? I can fix the problem, darling.”
There’s only one woman I want to be with, and you gave her to the enemy. His disgust with Opherra ran bone-deep, and there was no slightest twinge of arousal in his entire body. It was Miriell or no one for him. The real man under the Conor Stewart façade was strictly a one-woman lover, loyal. He forced himself to keep his voice level, suppressing his anger. “The overlords probably don’t expect you to sleep with the hired hands.”
“That’s exactly who they sleep with, male and female, so why not?” Fumbling with the fastening to his trousers, licking her lips, she leaned over him, clearly intending to free his package and perform oral sex as foreplay.
He grabbed her wrists in an unbreakable hold and pushed her away. “I said no, Opherra.”
Eyes flashing, the color high in her cheeks, she stared at him for a moment, then jerked against his hold. He allowed her to gain her freedom, relieved at the way she retreated all the way to the opposite side of the car. He adjusted himself, making sure his pants were secure.
“I’d be extremely careful if I were you, Conor Stewart.” Her voice was pure ice. “You’re sworn to my service. Don’t make me sorry you survived the hit. There could be unpleasant consequences.”
“Sex with you wasn’t included in the blood oath I swore. I’ve done everything else you ever asked of me.” Or at least led you to believe your orders were carried out.
“Pour me a drink.”
He did so, and she took it, keeping her eyes on him the entire time she drank. Running her index finger around the rim of the now empty glass, she asked, “Is this about the alien female? Again? “
He was silent, figuring any answer would only infuriate her further. He wasn’t in the mood to placate her.
“You only go to bed with alien women now? Humans don’t turn you on anymore?” Her voice was speculative. “Maybe you need a more congenial spot to fuck. Although, I recall steaming up the backseat of a certain groundcar—”
“That was five years ago, Opherra. We’ve both changed since then.”
“To the point where a quickie in the back of a car violates your standards? How noble of you. I never would have suspected you capable of such a personality change. Maybe the skinny little alien was able to work her magic on you after all.” Frowning, she tilted her head and drew back a little, eyes widening. “Maybe you’re compromised—”
“Seven hells, will you stop harping on the topic? I don’t change partners as easily as you do, okay? Takes me a while to get over losing someone. If you’ll recall, you were the one who ended our relationship, and getting over you was damn hard,” he lied, realizing belatedly what dangerous territory the conversation was drifting into. “I don’t want to open the door again, especially if it’s only casual sex you want.”
She assessed him. “I had no idea our breakup hit you so hard. What if I said this could be the start of a renewed connection?”
He knew the car must be nearly to the spaceship by now.  “Let’s table this until we get back to our own turf. You don’t need the distraction with what you’ve got going on here, being the speaker for the Council, dealing with the Shemdylann, and I…I can’t think clearly right now. I admit it, you’re right, I did let myself get in too deep with the performer. If you and I have a second chance, let’s don’t mess it up with a rebound fling. Let’s take our time.” Forgive me, Miriell, for even uttering the words. But he had to defuse Opherra’s temper. He recognized the signs, and right now he was on thin ice. She was fully capable of ordering his execution, and he had no allies among the Amarotu forces on this planet. Buying time was his only alternative, because he’d be damned if he was going to take her to bed. He would not betray what he and Miriell shared.
Setting her glass aside, Opherra nodded. “All right. I wish now I’d arranged a discreet accident for the handler and his charge the day they arrived in my territory. I never wanted to hire them in the first place but my boss insisted.” She stretched like a cat and shook her head. “The missed opportunity to be rid of this troublesome female is space dust in the jets. Hindsight.”
The car slid smoothly to a stop. In a moment, the guard would be opening the door. She leaned over, cupping Conor’s chin with one hand, and kissed his cheek. “Later, then.” Without a backward glance, she slithered from the car.
Conor scrubbed the lipstick from his face with his fist and hoped he’d solved the problem for now. The SCIA had better make their move tomorrow or he was going to be taking action on his own to rescue Miriell and consequences be damned.



CHAPTER NINE
 
Once Miriell’s captors retreated to the Shemdylann ship, which was berthed at a landing field a mile or so in the opposite direction from where the humans had landed, she had to accompany the captain to what was apparently her private suite on board the vessel. The two Chimmer and the largest Shemdylann male came along as well. Several smaller juvenile aliens scurried around fetching drinks and attending to any whim. Miriell couldn’t tell them apart, as the workers were too young to have developed the distinctive slashes of color the adults of their species featured. Until they were strong enough and wily enough to challenge a more senior male and win, the juveniles had to serve as servants and drones. Many never rose from the underclass to become warriors. Survival of the fittest.
Gyxxtahm unfastened the chain from her carapace and handed the leash to a juvenile. “Remove that hideous explosive necklace from my pet before you secure her in the cage. Humans can be so devious. How am I to know there isn’t another controller remaining in Amarotu hands? She could be a plant to be used against me.”
The servant pulled Miriell to a large cushion on the deck, which was beside a filigreed enclosure. It wasn’t the slave pen Miriell had been dreading, but it was a cage nonetheless. “Kneel,” said the Shemdylann. He moved behind her, studying the clasp at the base of her bowed head, and a moment later, the necklace fell away. Catching it on the tip of a claw, he handed the gaudy jewel-encrusted piece off to another servant.
“Into the cage.” The alien shoved her roughly, and Miriell went sprawling. She crawled as fast as she could into the relative sanctuary of the container.
 The chain was looped around a hook, and the door shut in her face. She sat curled up against the rear wall, trying to control her fear. The cage was musty but held no hint of who or what had occupied it before Miriell. At least she wasn’t in direct view of the massive bed where the admiral was holding court. She knew her power was useless against the Shemdylann, but she sent a tendril curling toward the Chimmer. The gray-skinned aliens were highly confident, contemptuous of humans and the Shemdylann alike. They read to her as militaristic and fiercely loyal, but to whom? I can affect them, no doubt, but now isn’t the time. I can’t escape this ship full of Shemdylann.
Gyxxtahm addressed her allies in her own language, which Miriell spoke fluently after her time on the slave ship acting as one of the leaders of the prisoners. Allowing her hair to fall over her face, Miriell pretended to be cowering in fear, not entirely feigned, and unable to understand the discussion.
“Interesting the humans took my directive to elevate a female to the council.” Gyxxtahm gave the equivalent of a Shemdylann laugh. “It was a useful test of how far the Combine can be pushed. The deluded fools desperately want to deal with us.”
“Greed and profits blind them, until the day the masters shatter the entire Sectors,” said the tallest Chimmer. “Do you have informants placed at their humans-only dinner tonight? We need to know what they discuss.”
Gyxxtahm clicked her pincers in a sign of amusement. “I’m no hatchling. Of course I’ve got people willing to sell out their fellow humans for enough credits. We’ll have a report on the conversations before the morning session. The woman, this Opherra, clearly isn’t at the level of the others, but she appears to learn fast. She’s ambitious. And jealous. I like the way she forced the male to give up his slave to me. Yes, I can work with this woman.”
The Chimmer made an odd sound now, which Miriell thought was an expression of humor. “Do you think she knows your people eat their pets?”
“I doubt she cares, but you make a valid point. I’ll defer until the conference ends and we’re gone from here.” Gyxxtahm thumped the top of the cage, and Miriell couldn’t control her startled reaction as the aliens in the cabin laughed. “The creature has her amusing aspects. Or I may sell her again. Profit without expense is always pleasant to contemplate. What instructions from the masters do we have for tomorrow?”
The Chimmer launched into specifics about a certain drug the Mawreg wanted to introduce into the Sectors and then began talking about categories of sentients who were to be kidnapped and handed over to the masters for experimentation. For the most part, the names meant nothing to Miriell—D’nvannae for example—but she heard the male refer to Mellureans more than once, and she remembered Conor had said there were Mellureans involved with his secret mission to upend the Combine.  Clearly, the stakes were incredibly high, even as the Sectors feared. And the Combine brought its unique expertise to the challenges the mysterious masters wanted solved. The deal was a good matchup of buyer and seller.
I hope rescue is coming tomorrow, that Conor’s commanders haven’t abandoned him. Or we haven’t traveled too far outside the Sectors to be found. She tried to make some alternate plan in case the retreat wrapped up without an attack from the SCIA. She knew Conor would attempt to rescue her no matter what, and she had to be ready. She was unbearably tempted to send a thread of her gift searching for him—as Gyxxtahm said, there was a Combine banquet going on at the ancient complex fairly close by—but she needed to hoard all her power for whatever lay ahead.
The Chimmer eventually left. Gyxxtahm issued orders to her own people. “I desire my dinner, and afterward I’ll have the young flight officer—what’s his name?—Urxxamen, in my bed.”
Food was brought, the smells so disgusting to Miriell that she forgot her own hunger and thirst and tried frantically to prevent dry heaves. On the one hand, she was glad to be forgotten by her new mistress, but on the other, the physical misery was distracting. She didn’t want to siphon off any of the inner power—meant to fuel her gift—to keep herself healthy. The juveniles came and went, bearing huge, steaming platters of what passed for Shemdylann food, and eventually, the meal was over. Several of the smaller Shemdylann hatchlings spent a good hour giving their admiral a sponge bath, followed by rubbing lotion all over her considerable body and painting the tips of her claws with gold.
Miriell’s cage was off to the side, so she had no direct view of the proceedings. She dreaded the coming encounter between her new owner and the soldier whose presence she’d commanded. She startled and recoiled when a heavy fur was thrown partially over her cage.
Leaning over to peer into the small enclosure, Gyxxtahm gave the Shemdylann equivalent of a belly laugh. “Thought you were going to be a voyeur in my room, didn’t you, human?”
Since she’d spoken in Basic, Miriell felt it safer to respond. “I’d prefer to be elsewhere to allow you total privacy.”
“I imagine you would. In the bed of the muscle-bound warrior who had to surrender you to my tender care perhaps?” There was much laughter as the juveniles tittered in imitation of Gyxxtahm’s booming amusement and rapid pincer clicks. She moved away from the cage, and the furs and rugs rustled as she arranged her heavy limbs on the bed. “If I didn’t think it would annoy this Opherra the humans brought in to be my contact, I’d demand him for a pet as well and have a mating pair. I still might, if she tries to thwart me in negotiations. Forcing the human spokeswoman to agree to such a concession might be a good strategy.”
The idea sent chills down Miriell’s spine, but Gyxxtahm’s attention reverted to her own concerns. She dismissed the servants. The scurrying adolescents had barely left when the portal opened and Miriell heard another Shemdylann enter the cabin. From the heavy footfalls, she guessed it was the soldier who’d been summoned.
“You sent for me, my lady?”
“The supreme honor is yours this night,” the admiral said.
“My family will rejoice at the distinction.” His voice sounded curiously flat to Miriell.
Miriell heard sounds as if he was removing weapons and perhaps body decorations, and then the huge platform creaked as the officer joined Gyxxtahm. Curling into the smallest ball she could manage, Miriell put her hands over her ears, shut her eyes tight and began to hum one of her favorite songs. She refused to let herself speculate on what the Shemdylann couple might be doing. Grateful for the heavy blanket covering most of the cage, which helped to reduce the sounds, Miriell put herself into a trance as deeply as she dared, rather than listen to the Shemdylann mating. At some point in the proceedings, she realized with horror that Gyxxtahm was murdering her suitor in order to devour him, in the manner of predator insect queens. Cowering in the cage, a terrified Miriell vowed to kill herself rather than be eaten by this monster.
Eventually, the unspeakable night ended, and she heard the cautious chitters of the juveniles as they came into the cabin to clean up.
“Take the pet to perform her morning biological rituals,” said Gyxxtahm sleepily. “I want no bipedal mess in my bedroom.”
Apparently, Shemdylann didn’t perceive irony, considering how the remnants of her late lover now littered the deck.
A juvenile shoved the blanket aside and wrenched the cage door open, grabbing Miriell’s leash. She scrambled from the enclosure, averting her eyes from a large chunk of what was clearly the suitor’s carapace and stepping over other remnants of the night’s encounter on her way to the portal, practically running over the servant assigned to see to her needs.
“We aren’t on a slave ship,” the Shemdylann said in careful Basic as Miriell emerged into the corridor. The alien followed close on her heels. “We’re aboard a military vessel. There are no facilities suitable for your kind, so I’ll take you to the crew’s relief room. You’ll have to make do.”
“Food? Water?”
The alien nodded. “One of my egg mates will bring your allocation. We must be quick. The admiral wishes to display you again today at the meetings.”
Miriell glanced at her wrinkled clothing. Display me, then, but I’m going to look pretty bedraggled. She didn’t care what state she and her clothes appeared in as long as she was close to Conor. And as long as the SCIA show up, even if they are a day late.
When it came time to take the vehicles back to the meeting hall, their Chimmer escort announced a detour.
“The master wishes to impress the importance of certain points on you personally, Admiral,” said the Chimmer who appeared to be in charge. “We will make a quick trip to his ship.”
In a good mood, Gyxxtahm waved her claw, narrowly missing Miriell, who ducked and sidestepped. “Always an honor to encounter the masters. If we are late to the first session, so be it. The humans must wait on our pleasure.”
The car sped farther east in the desolate countryside, stopping at what appeared to be a  rock formation. Miriell stared as she got out of the groundcar behind the Shemdylann. She felt the presence of a massive intelligence close at hand, but there was nothing to be seen. When the entire party was gathered, there was an unpleasant hum, like a buzzing along her nerves or thorns pricking her skin, and the scene in front of her shifted, the rocky bluff disappearing and an angular black ship with spikes and ungainly protrusions taking its place. A ramp slid smoothly from the main body of the craft, and a portal opened. The Chimmer strode confidently ahead. Miriell was surprised as Gyxxtahm hesitated, muttering curses to herself before she walked forward. The admiral’s bearing became more upright as she went.
So she fears this Mawreg, despite her brave words. Interesting. 
As he crossed the threshold, one Chimmer issued a warning to the Shemdylann. “Humans can’t bear the sight of the master. Best to leave the pet here.”
Gyxxtahm yanked on the leash, causing Miriell to trip and fall to her knees for a moment. “She’s not human, are you, pet?”
Since the question was posed in Shemdylann, which she supposedly couldn’t comprehend, Miriell ignored it and concentrated on standing up, brushing the dust off her skirt.
“Let’s see what happens. It may be amusing. Lead the way.” Gyxxtahm flicked her smaller clawed leg at the Chimmer. “We waste time.”
Pondering the information indicating humans found the Mawreg horrifying, Miriell walked rapidly, tugged by the leash binding her wrists. There was an odd odor in the air, faint, sickly sweet, like decaying flowers. She tried not to breathe too deeply. She and her companions passed no one else on the trip through the ship, arriving at what must be the center in a moment or two. A translucent dome hid whatever sat at the core of the ship. Constantly changing lights roved over the interior of the dome, but no details of the occupant could be seen.
The Chimmer bowed and made a short speech in his own language.
There was a discordant chiming sound, and the dome split neatly in two, the halves sliding into recessed grooves in the bulkhead.
A quiver ran through Gyxxtahm, making the taut leash vibrate.
Miriell swallowed hard and forced herself to endure her first glimpse of a Mawreg.
She could understand why humans might find this creature hard to look at. It was like a hybrid of several beings, or perhaps a group of parasites emerging from a single host. The body appeared to be turned inside out in places, with unpleasantly pulsing, dripping organs and vessels slathered with slimy goo and leaking pustules emitting a foul odor. In another segment of the entity’s structure–the head perhaps?—there were what might have been numerous, giant, faceted eyes, but the components or lenses moved and twirled and morphed so fast Miriell found the effect dizzying and nauseating. She couldn’t get her eyes to focus on the Mawreg’s hindquarters at all. Her vision blurred with each attempt to glance at that part of the alien.
But what fascinated Miriell and drew her away from any thought of the Mawreg’s disconcerting and disgusting physical form were the colors of its being. Unbidden, her power sprang to life and showed her plates of colors in the Mawreg’s aura, sliding across each other to form new hues. Indeed, some of the colors were nothing she had ever seen before, could not begin to name and had no idea what their presence portended. The display, visible only to her, exerted a pull on her senses, and she took a step forward before she’d even realized she was moving. Fortunately, Gyxxtahm yanked on the leash, breaking Miriell’s focus ever so slightly. She sank to her knees and let the astonishing colors wash over her. With growing excitement, she realized she could affect this being, exert her influence, even with the aspects she’d never seen before and didn’t understand. This must be what Thuun was saving me for, gave me the power for. But am I to kill it now? Miriell bit her lip. Surely this wasn’t the right moment. The SCIA hadn’t arrived yet. Events were still in flux. 
She whispered a little prayer to Thuun, seeking guidance. There was no response, as had been the sad case so often since she was stolen from her planet, but this time Miriell took the silence as an answer. I must wait. Thuun will send me a sign.
Pressure on her wrists as the leash was tugged snapped her out of the contemplative state, and she staggered to her feet to follow Gyxxtahm and the others from the Mawreg ship as the dome closed behind her. Miriell wondered if the Mawreg had been aware of her scrutiny of its innermost secrets. Most sentients lacked the capacity to detect her gift in action, unless she chose to use it in such a way as to be obvious. Conor with his mysterious Mellurean implants was an exception. She glanced over her shoulder and shivered as she realized all the glowing lights inside the dome were clustered in one spot now, as if watching her.
“Well, your pet took no harm,” said the Chimmer. “Not quite human, then.”
“Although she appeared strangely entranced,” Gyxxtahm answered as she clambered into the groundcar. “Or overawed.”
“I’m sure the master was pleased,” the Chimmer answered. “He’ll have regarded her behavior as proper respect due to his superior status. The Mawreg rule above all others. The sooner the humans are forced to accept the inevitable order of the universe, the better. Many plans for expansion are on hold while we struggle with these stubborn sentients. Other matters go undealt with.”
“You say too much,” the Chimmer in the front seat hissed.
“The pet doesn’t speak the Shemdylann language.”
Miriell did her best to appear uncomprehending as Gyxxtahm and the garrulous Chimmer in the passenger compartment regarded her with sharpened interest. She combed her fingers through her hair as if grooming or nervous and kept her eyes on the floor.
“Discussing the masters in any way is a bad habit to acquire.”
There was no more conversation as they drove to the conference complex. When she walked into the main meeting room behind Gyxxtahm, Miriell instinctively looked for Conor in his usual seat behind Opherra, but the chair was empty. A shiver of fear ran cold through her veins, and she glanced at the crime boss. The fact that Opherra nodded to her with a pleased, predator’s cast to her face did nothing to assuage the anxiety. Sinking onto her hassock, Miriell sent a tendril of her power spiraling through the building, seeking her lover. She found him not too far away, but something was definitely wrong. Stress and worry, threaded around a degree of physical pain colored his aura. What could have happened to him? Pulling back into herself, Miriell began to hum a song under her breath.  I’m going to need this today. The deadly energy she’d deploy had to build to be wielded with maximum lethality, and she believed there’d be little or no warning before the SCIA attacked. Best to build to the threshold of the final crescendo and hold herself on the edge. Shaking, she had to tamp down her excitement over making the decision to finally use the power she controlled. 
“Now that we’re all assembled,” Opherra said, rising and walking to the center of the stage, “I invite our honored guests to view the way we in the Combine deal with treachery and betrayal—swiftly and without mercy. Bring in the prisoner.”
Two heavily armed guards marched Conor into the room. His hands were cuffed behind his back, and his face was bruised and cut.
Fighting off fear for him, Miriell continued her chant, trying to be quiet about it even as she stared at Conor. Did Opherra somehow find out he’s a police officer? 
He lifted his head and searched for her, his gaze intense. He gave her a tiny nod.
Opherra stepped beside him. “Yes, though it pains me to admit the fact, the traitor has been in my own organization, and only last night did I have enough evidence to confront him.”
“What are you accusing this man of?” asked the most senior council member. “I thought he was your trusted second.”
“He was.” Opherra managed to inject tragic sorrow into her voice. “He deceived me for far too long.” 
Miriell felt the power accumulating at her command and rose from the hassock. All eyes were on Opherra. No one noticed as the priestess planted her feet in a wide stance and raised her tethered hands in front of her, cupped palms upward.
Straightening her spine and staring across the massed audience of Combine members, Opherra said, “Conor Stewart is—”
“Enough!” Miriell shouted the word in her own language, the syllables imbued with power and reverberating through the room. Before the echoes faded, she unleashed the song that carried the strength of all that made her a priestess of Thuun. Sound poured from her throat, music so terrible it was a weapon of last resort for her people. It struck Conor’s two guards first, who screamed and fell, transforming from living men to rotting bones between one breath and the next.  She remembered the day the Shemdylann invaded and how shocked her people had been to find that their ultimate weapon was powerless to affect the attackers in the least. She pushed away the memory, stiffening her resolve. The power would work on all other sentients in her vicinity.
Opherra cringed, stepping backward, but the power of the song took on visible form, green motes surrounding the woman like a swarm of angry insects. Opherra began to age, the song ushering her through all the seasons of life in seconds. Her long hair whitened, her limbs became gnarled and her back developed a hump. Wrinkles covered her face like batter poured from a pitcher, and her once striking eyes filmed over with a rheumy white membrane, blinding her as she rushed through old age toward death. Her teeth fell out, making tiny clicking sounds as each hit the floor. Opherra sank to her knees, reaching toward Conor with clawed hands, whether for help or in one last try for revenge, no one would ever know. She fell sideways, flesh melting away from bones that in the next moment drifted away as white powder.
Under Miriell’s spell, the horrified audience in the chamber was held in thrall. Only Conor, who she’d taken pains to protect, and the Shemdylann with their natural immunity, retained the ability to move. Cursing in Shemdylann, Gyxxtahm used the leash to drag Miriell off her feet, the song abruptly interrupted as she fell. Conor broke free of the restraints binding his wrists, snatched a blaster from one of the dead guards and leaped toward the Shemdylann table as the other occupants of the room began to slowly regain use of their limbs. Gyxxtahm reared on her powerful back legs, preparing to deliver a killing blow with her front mandible. Miriell scrabbled to put distance between them. Conor slid to a stop next to Miriell and fired upward, hitting one of the few vulnerable spots on a Shemdylann’s armored body, the soft indentation at the base of the neck. With an ear-splitting screech, Gyxxtahm fell with a resounding crash, claws and legs twitching as she perished. Her immense carcass momentarily shielded them from the Combine members on the other side of the stage and the alien delegation.
“We’ve got to get out of here.” Conor unfastened the shackles on Miriell’s wrists and snatched up the blaster again. “Stay close.”
The floor shook underneath her, and she heard a cracking sound far above. Dazed, she glanced upward in time to see the entire multicolored skylight shatter and plunge toward the stage in jagged shards.
“Now the SCIA arrives?” Conor said, even as he was shoving her into the lee of the dead alien’s massive, still convulsing corpse. He covered her with his own body while the glasslike substance crashed all around them. After the sounds stopped, he tugged her arm. “Time to move.” He made a rapid assessment of what remained of the ceiling and brought her to her feet.
Dazed, Miriell stared around her as the floor under her feet shifted again, almost as if there’d been an earthquake. The cacophony of blasters firing, explosions and loud shouting made her cringe. Smoke was filling the air, her chest tightening as she coughed. “Aren’t these your people?”
Placing himself to shield her from the pitched battle now raging between the invading troops and the Combine, he hustled her past the deserted table and down the three stairs leading to the back hallways. “Yes, but right now they don’t know who’s a bad guy and who isn’t. I can’t risk you getting shot by some trigger-happy rookie out to make a name for himself. We need to find a safe place to hole up until we can surrender and I can identify myself to the proper authorities.”
They emerged into the private hallway, which was deserted. Conor spun her around and pulled her into his arms for a quick kiss, after which he laid his cheek next to hers and whispered, “I love you, lady. Thank you for saving my life back there.”
Leaning against him, clutching his shirt, she said, “When I saw your empty chair, I knew something was wrong. How did she find out you’re a cop?”
“She didn’t.” He gave her a hug, holding her as if he never wanted to let her go. 
“What else would make her angry enough to want to execute you?”
Miriell thought he blushed a bit under the tan. Understanding dawning, she said, “You fought over me, didn’t you?”
“So to speak. Listen, we can talk later, I promise, but right now we’ve got to find shelter. I know where there’s an out-of-the-way alcove where we can bide our time and sit out the combat.” Taking her hand, blaster at the ready in the other, he drew her to the left.
They’d gone only a few feet when the remaining two Shemdylann loomed out of the smoke like monsters in a nightmare. Conor put Miriell behind him. “What do you want here?” he asked in their language. “You should be fleeing for your lives.”
The one in the lead pointed a mandible at Miriell. “The master wants her. Give us the female and you can live, human.”
“Not a chance in the seven hells.” He fired, hitting a vulnerable spot and taking down the alien who’d spoken, but the second bounded over his comrade, knocking Conor out of the way like a child’s toy, and grabbed Miriell. Holding her close to his bony chest with two of the small grappling arms, the alien continued down the corridor, disregarding her screams. Miriell beat her fists uselessly on her captor’s carapace.
She knew Conor would follow and try to rescue her. Coughing more deeply as the Shemdylann sprinted through the hallways, she sought to center herself, to be calm. If this alien was taking her to the Mawreg ship, then Thuun had one more task for her, and she’d need all her power to accomplish it.
When Miriell emerged into the sunlight, she realized with fierce joy that both the Chimmer ship and the Shemdylann vessel were burning hulks, raging fire sending plumes of ugly smoke to stain the bronze sky. Two large spaceships that she assumed were from the Sectors hovered above, and small dots came and went from each. Fighters, probably. Or shuttles full of police and soldiers. From the explosions and shouts, the hand-to-hand battle was raging primarily on the other side of the building complex.
The large groundcar was waiting, motor running. One Chimmer stood beside it, and the other was behind the controls. “We know you can kill us, alien,” it said to her in Basic. “But you have no power over the Shemdylann soldier here. He’ll carry out the mission to deliver you to the master, so there’s no use in wasting your time on us. Understood?”
Secure in her belief that Thuun intended for her to confront the Mawreg again, she nodded. These beings were merely the tools to place her where the god wanted her to be. The aliens obviously had no idea her power could and would affect the sentient who ruled their lives. Apparently, they believed the Mawreg immune to any threat.
“Put her in the vehicle.”  As soon as the group was inside, the Chimmer driver took off at a high rate of speed, heading straight for where the Mawreg vessel lay camouflaged.
“There’s one human following us,” said the driver shortly.
Conor. Miriell twisted in the seat, attempting to peer out the rear windows, but the usually clear material had been blacked out.  Be careful, my love. Of course he’d pursue them—he was a warrior through and through. And Thuun wanted them to stand side by side at the end to kill the monster.
“I’ll take care of this.” The Chimmer next to her drew his weapon and popped open a port on the side of the vehicle. Taking aim, he fired, the sound deafening in the closed compartment.
“He’s gaining,” the driver reported, glancing at his readouts. “Whatever he’s riding is faster than this vehicle. Some kind of one-man skimmer.”
“Fire the rear cannon, spread the blast wide. Even if we don’t kill him, we can force him to divert. At that speed, he’ll crash.” 
The car bucked and vibrated as the massive blaster belched fire.
Hand at her throat, Miriell felt tears pooling. How could anyone survive such a thing? 
The Chimmer stationed himself at the gunport once more, probably trying to figure out if Conor had been disposed of.
The alien’s head exploded, hit by a pinpoint blaster charge, and Miriell screamed and scrabbled back on the seat.
The driver skewed the car violently to the left and accelerated. Thrown side to side in the passenger compartment by the drastic evasive maneuvers, Miriell clung to whatever she could to avoid contact with the dead Chimmer, or the coppery blood oozing from the partially cauterized wound. She shut her eyes and prayed the ride would be over soon. In another few moments, the car came to a skidding halt, and the Shemdylann reached inside to grab her while the Chimmer driver covered them, clutching his hand weapon, hunkered behind the car.
“Get her to the master,” the Chimmer shouted.
Miriell was carried inside the spaceship as the ground vehicle exploded behind her. The Shemdylann made a strange sound and toppled over as if in slow motion, releasing her with his dying paroxysm. Apparently, the creature had been shot, or shrapnel from the exploding car had struck him in a vulnerable location. Miriell got to her feet, rubbing her sore elbow, and glanced back the way she’d come, tempted to seek out Conor and make sure he was all right. But as if Thuun spoke in her head, she knew her path lay ahead, so she forced herself not to retreat. Taking a deep breath, she ran toward the center of the ship where the Mawreg waited.
Mustn’t let him take off. She reached forward with her power, curling tendrils around the Mawreg’s endlessly sliding plates of color, shuffling them, stopping some of them, flipping others and watching them change into new colors. She knew she’d reached the alien’s compartment, the unmistakable smell penetrating her fascination with the psychic display she was seeing in her mind’s eye.  She realized she and the Mawreg were playing a deadly game, with the enemy knowing full well she was trying to kill it and fighting back as best it could. There was no reality surrounding her, only an endless sea of colors washing into each other. With a jolt of adrenaline, Miriell understood the Mawreg was reaching into her own soul, leaching off some of her strength. She watched an alarming flow of deep purple bubble away from her, rippling across the deck.
Blaster fire and a shout from Conor broke her concentration for a critical moment. The enemy was triumphant, many of the colors going red and gold and other shades she had no name for. She heard the engines growing louder, and the deck under her feet vibrated. I must shut out the distractions.
Conor will protect me.
Giving voice to a hymn of victory in the face of adversity, she pushed away all other thought beyond hitting the perfect notes and forcing the Mawreg’s colors back to gray and beige in as many segments as she could. While locked in the effort, she sent a tendril of her power questing for Conor, found him at her side and tapped into the cobalt blue at the core of his being.
“Please, I need—” she said out loud, not even knowing if he could understand what she was asking.
His hand, warm and strong, enveloped hers. His arms locked around her as he whispered, “Do what you have to do, Priestess.” 
She drew on the blue fires, launching them at the Mawreg like psychic lightning bolts. Wherever the vivid flame struck, the Mawreg’s colors blackened and shriveled. She was buffeted by a massive blow as the enemy struck back with all its remaining power, but the blue formed a shield around her, even as Conor was physically protecting her, and the alien’s assault failed.
There was an explosion in her psychic vision, madness of color gone insane. She screamed and knew Conor caught her, but then the sights and sounds around her faded away. 



CHAPTER TEN
 
“You’ll make sure she comes to no harm? Ensure they understand she’s a complete innocent in all of this? A victim?”
Fuzzily, Miriell heard Conor asking desperate questions of someone. She tried to blink her eyes open, but for a moment, her entire body was paralyzed, weakened by the massive energy drain it’d taken to kill the Mawreg.
“I give you my word.” The voice was deep and melodic, musical.
She felt Conor kiss her forehead and move away. Fear for him gave her the power to open her eyes and reach for him, catching his hand. “Wait, don’t leave me.”
He knelt, taking her into his arms. “I have to go, sweetheart, but only for a time, I swear. Lady Glennit will take care of you.”
You’ve done exceedingly well, Priestess-Sister.
The melodic voice was in her head now, speaking to her in her own language. Confused, Miriell put a hand to her forehead and tried to figure out what had happened and where she was. Outside the Mawreg ship obviously, surrounded by soldiers with drawn blasters. Next to her on the ground sat the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen, clad in purple robes, with shimmering black hair and eyes of deep lavender blue. This personage was so stunning, so resonant with power that, for a moment, Miriell thought she was having a vision.
Two men in uniform stood behind Conor, with two others close by, blasters aimed at him. Now the closest soldier reached for him. “Time’s up, buddy. You’re under arrest.”
No, this was wrong. Don’t they understand he’s a police officer? One of them? As he was pulled away, unresisting, and cuffed, she struggled to her feet, the unknown female assisting her. “Stop, you’re making a mistake—”
“Be at peace,” Lady Glennit said. “The soldiers do what they must. He’ll come to no harm.” Her voice spoke privately inside Miriell’s mind, again in the soft cadences of Tulavarra. It’s part of their process, these cautious humans. The authorities must protect his identity for now, until we reach the SCIA facility. I insisted he be allowed to remain at your side until you awoke, but now the period of grace has ended. 
Angry at the way her man was being treated, Miriell gathered what shreds of power remained to her, intending to stop this farce.
Suddenly, she was swathed in an invisible blanket of power, warm, soothing, but trapping her and her abilities in its folds. To her senses, the blanket was a rich purple trimmed in the brilliant gold of those who rule and threaded through with the blue fire of true warriors. Struggle as she might, she couldn’t do anything but stand next to the woman who effortlessly wove the net around her and watch as Conor was hustled away, thrust into a groundcar and vanished from view as the vehicle sped away.
It was almost too much on top of all that she’d endured. Miriell swayed, tempted to fall to her knees and weep, but she refused to give in to her grief in front of all these strangers. In front of this powerful Lady Glennit. She straightened her spine, calling on Thuun for strength. Conor would expect her to be strong for him. “The Mawreg is dead?”
Glennit nodded. “You defeated the abomination.” We will not explain the mechanism to the humans, Priestess-Sister. Better for you if the Sectors remain unaware of the scope of your powers, as you must live among their people.
“With Conor’s help. We are warrior and priestess, a team.” She refused to claim all the credit. “He doesn’t deserve to be made a prisoner, to be ill-treated.”
“He will come to no harm.”
“My lady, we should be going.” A soldier approached them, saluting Glennit. 
“If you intend on putting Conor with the other Combine prisoners, you need to know he was partially exposed as a traitor right before the attack,” Miriell said, searching her mind for any slightest way to help him. “Don’t let the Amarotu have access to him.”
“He’ll be kept separate, but your concern for him does you credit.” Glennit touched her arm, and the terrifying sensation of being in a net vanished. “I have things to be seen to here on the planet, but the soldiers will escort you to my ship in orbit. I’ll join you soon, and we can talk. You will be our honored guest, Priestess-Sister. This is Captain Kennear. He’s been assigned to act as your liaison when I’m not available. He’ll see to your needs and comfort.”
“Pleased to meet you, ma’am.”
Miriell assessed the soldier. He was young, handsome in a rough-hewn style, with pale green eyes that, in the way of hardened warriors, had seen too much. She wished she could toss a tendril of her power at him, read his inner self, but even though she no longer felt cocooned by Glennit’s power, neither could she exercise her own. Clearly, some prohibitive effect lingered on the psychic plane. “You may call me Miriell, if you wish.”
“Yes, ma’am. If you’d come this way, please, we’ll get you to the shuttle and up to the ship in no time.”
“We’ll meet again soon, you have my word,” Lady Glennit said. “I’ll do my best to answer your myriad questions.”
Miriell stopped walking, forcing the soldier to pause as well. “I have only one. When can I see Conor?”
“The time will come.”
With that vague answer, the lady turned away and walked with several soldiers toward the Mawreg ship.
Captain Kennear touched her elbow. “Ma’am? Word of advice, if I may? She’s a Mellurean, and her kind don’t like to be pestered with questions. She’s one of the people in charge of this entire operation, but she’s genuinely operating in your best interests, word of an officer. The fact she’s taken a personal interest in you has been duly noted by everyone above my pay grade, trust me.” He leaned closer, a friendly smile on his face. “You’ve got the golden token.”
“Golden token?”
“Pretty much anything you want. No one’s going to mess with someone the Mellureans protect.”
Miriell sighed. “This is all quite confusing, Captain. Up until a few hours ago, I was a prisoner of the Combine, and I have to tell you, I still feel like a captive. Better conditions perhaps, but nothing approaching freedom. Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful to be safe from the Amarotu, but—”
“Take it in stages,” he said. “Events are driving you right now, not the other way around.”
Feeling as if she was whining, she made one last protest. “I expected to be able to do what I wanted when I was finally free, to go where I chose, to be with Conor.”
“I understand, ma’am, but right now none of what you’re asking for is possible.” His refusal was delivered in a calm tone, but brooked no argument or appeal. “My team and I’ll do our best to make your stay with us comfortable while this Amarotu operation is wrapped up. Until the Mellureans release you from protective custody. Now if we could proceed to the shuttle as ordered, I’d be most appreciative. I’m thinking you need some medical attention as well, from those cuts and bruises.”
Acquiescing because she had no choice, no matter how pleasant he was being, she allowed him to lead her to the waiting craft. She paused at the foot of the ramp, taking a last look at the desolate landscape, which matched her bleak mood. So much has changed for me in a few short days, yet remained the same. Thuun, keep me from falling into despair. And watch over Conor.
 
Her hosts gave her a roomy cabin, including access to vids, games, entertainment and fresh clothing, inquired as to her food preferences and attended to her trifling wounds. Captain Kennear hovered constantly the first few days, apparently planning to check in on her every morning to share a coffee over breakfast. At her request, he assigned a young lieutenant to tutor her in written Basic and provided trideos on the culture and history of the Sectors. It was her understanding the ship was a military vessel, on loan to the SCIA for this massive takedown operation. 
All the personnel she encountered were kind and solicitous—and completely blank-faced when she asked any question about Conor, or when she herself would be free.
Lady Glennit kept her promise, meeting with Miriell a few days later in her own cabin, which was three times bigger and much more luxurious.  Stewards brought coffee and small pastries, and Miriell was invited to sit on a comfortable couch next to the Mellurean. Once the servants and the soldiers escorting her left the room, Glennit said, “How are you faring? Is everything to your liking?”
Stubbornness woven through the fibers of her being, like steel reinforcements for her resolve, she said, “I need to see Conor, even for a few moments. Please.”
“This is not possible, Priestess-Sister. He’s no longer imprisoned, but he must testify about the things he witnessed and did during the five years he was undercover. The humans want no contact between the two of you during this time. Those in charge don’t want any questions of collusion or influence. You and their agent became too close for the SCIA’s comfort.”
“I never used my abilities against him.” Her protest was instant and angry.
Glennit patted her hand. “I believe you. It’s part of the humans’ justice process, and we of Mellure have a treaty with them stating we won’t interfere. If it goes on too long, I’ll step in. But the SCIA also needs your testimony about your time as a prisoner of the Amarotu and, again, want no suggestion that you’ve coordinated your statements with him.”
“But they don’t care if I coordinate with you.” Miriell picked up her coffee, which she’d developed a taste for, and sipped. 
“Tell them anything you please.” Glennit wasn’t discomfited. “Except how you killed the Mawreg. Right now, the agents believe you and Conor used a combination of his blaster and your psychic abilities, perhaps augmented by myself during the final assault. Conor did destroy several Mawreg offensive robots during the battle, as well as a few Chimmer inside the Mawreg ship.”
Miriell hadn’t known that. Probably while I was dueling with the Mawreg itself. He saved my life yet again.
Glennit selected a frosted cupcake and transferred it to her plate. “The Amarotu survivors are trying to describe how you killed Opherra, but the humans aren’t finding it believable. My advice to you again is to keep the full breadth of your powers to yourself. We’re getting you Sectors citizenship and making you an official Mellurean affiliate, which will protect you going forward.”
“The golden token.”
“What?”
“Captain Kennear said to be in favor with your people was a golden token.”
Glennit laughed. “I suppose to the humans it is. We rarely extend our protection and favor in any form outside our own ranks, but it’s not unheard of.”
“Could you have killed the Mawreg?”
Dusting crumbs delicately from her fingers, the lady nodded. “Oh yes. Part of why I was with the assault forces was to accomplish that specific task, should we encounter a Mawreg, but you saved me the trouble. The authorities will be meeting with you the day after tomorrow to get the details of your captivity.”
Troubled, Miriell set her cup on the elegant, gilt-edged saucer. “During my imprisonment, I was forced to commit acts of which I’m not proud. I did my best to thwart what the Combine wanted, but to save my own people, who were held hostage, I used my powers to perform some dark deeds. I even killed several times at their command. I was told the victims were Combine members, but I have no way to verify that. Conor said this would be understood by the SCIA.”
Glennit nodded. “You’ve been given blanket immunity, backed by my command to treat you as if you were a Mellurean citizen. You can tell the SCIA the entire tale, and there will be no repercussions. This I swear. Your knowledge will be used to build the legal case and to trace down other threads of this evil infestation. Nothing more.” She looked kindly at Miriell. “Tell them you’re an empath with the ability to focus a narrow beam on a person, but only under the right conditions.”
“Thank you for the advice.”
“Captain Kennear will be with you at all times during the questioning, and I’ve instructed him to notify me if he has any concerns about the direction of the inquiries. Under no circumstances is the SCIA allowed to talk to you without him present. Is there anything else I can do to make your stay with us more pleasant?” Glennit raised a hand and quirked one eyebrow. “Leaving out your desire to see the man you know as Conor.” Her demeanor was kind, but she had the air of someone who was busy and considered the meeting to be complete.
“There is one thing.” Miriell swallowed hard. She hated to reveal her secrets to anyone, but she was already feeling the effects of being in a spaceship, totally detached from any living planet. “I require access to a garden of some sort. Conor told me the larger spaceships have such a thing. Plants growing in water? Might I be allowed to spend time there each day?”
Glennit surveyed her. “Indeed. This ship is one of the largest in the Sectors’ fleet, and it not only has a hydroponic garden for supplying fresh vegetables and spices and other such consumables to the kitchens, there is an elegant public garden in the recreational area. Would an hour a day suffice?”
“That would be wonderful.” Relief flooded over her. 
“Captain Kennear will arrange it, beginning tomorrow.”
 
Miriell tried to focus on the deserted garden, which was off-limits to everyone else on the ship while she sat there, but today the plant life wasn’t comforting. Loneliness for Conor and uncertainty about their future ate at her nerves. She felt badly about inconveniencing all the other sentients, but the decision hadn’t been up to her. The good captain sat with his personal AI, working away on a bench close by. She’d been here eight times now and found she could indeed draw enough sustenance from the lush trees and flowers to keep herself going. She had to sip, rather than fully satisfy her hunger for the psychic energy, but it would do. Depending on how long she was kept here, she might have to ask for a daily visit to the other kind of garden as well.
Experimentally, she hummed a favorite song but felt no rise in power and no joy in her heart.
“Beautiful music-making, ma’am,” the captain said, staring at her, wide-eyed.
“Sorry to disturb you.”
“No, I enjoyed the song. Lyrical and haunting.” He shut off his AI and came to sit on the bench next to her.
She was afraid Captain Kennear might become a problem. He gave every sign of growing rather taken with her, not in an offensive way, but he’d lingered over morning coffee in the last few days, as if he enjoyed her company a bit too much. He’d been a fierce protector for her during the SCIA questioning, insisting on breaks and once or twice calling Lady Glennit to shut off some line of inquiry he felt was going astray. He was considerate of her wishes and her comfort. She liked him—he had a good sense of humor, he was patient and he explained the intricacies of life in the Sectors with a blunt directness she found refreshing. But her heart was Conor’s. I don’t want to lead this man on. If only Lady Glennit hadn’t leashed her powers, Miriell would have easily and unobtrusively turned his growing interest in her aside, with Kennear never realizing why his incipient attraction faded.
She was opening her mouth to begin the difficult conversation she felt they had to have when she realized Lady Glennit stood on the path at the entrance to this secluded spot, having arrived with no warning. Miriell jumped to her feet. “Is there some word of Conor? Can I see him today?”
Shaking her head regretfully, but with a smile, Glennit said, “He continues to provide his testimony. He was there in the heart of the Combine for five years, Priestess-Sister. He has much to tell, and then the investigators will ask the questions in different ways, explore new avenues of investigation.”
Miriell sat on the bench again with a thump. “Yes, I experienced their tenacity and repetitious interrogations myself.” She mimicked the head agent’s nasal tone. “Tell us again, Miss Miriell, how you did this or that, never mind you told us three times already. Now can you describe the whole sequence in reverse order?”
Captain Kennear turned a laugh into a not very convincing cough.
“I think the interrogators hope to catch me contradicting myself.”
“Perhaps. The truth always serves in the end.” Glennit inspected the soldier as if she was going to take him to task for some deficiency. “You may withdraw, Captain, while I chat with Miriell.”
He saluted and strode off down the path without another word. The Mellurean watched him for a moment, brows drawn together in a slight frown.
Miriell was staring at Glennit, who was practically glowing, serene, majestic—almost like a vision again. Her purple skirts brushed the path, and Miriell had the uneasy thought that she was floating. “Are you real? Or are you a goddess? A sister of Thuun perhaps?”
Undismayed by the question, Glennit said, “I might be. One has been many things over the eons, although I don’t remember Thuun. Why do you ask?”
Miriell gestured vaguely. “You’re too perfect, too glorious.”
Laughing, Glennit stared down at herself, waved a hand and changed in some indefinable way that Miriell would never be able to explain. “Better?” As if she’d been reading Miriell’s mind, she stuck one sandaled foot out from beneath her skirt, showing off her polished toenails and the scuffed heel of the shoe. “More realistic?” The Mellurean sat beside Miriell. “The humans don’t notice, but I should have expected that you’d catch the nuances.  Shall we say a Mellurean has many aspects, depending on the situation and the needs of the moment? But I don’t function as a goddess to these people. Just a well-respected, somewhat-feared member of an overwhelmingly powerful elder race.”
“Why are you keeping my powers leashed?”
“You are full of questions today, Priestess-Sister.”
“I give you my word as a priestess of Thuun that I won’t use them.” Miriell wriggled her shoulders and fidgeted on the bench, seeking the right words. “It’s uncomfortable to feel boxed in.”
“I imagine so, but until you’re cleared to leave—until Conor is cleared to leave—you’re not to use your abilities. I try to make the restriction as lightweight as possible.” Glennit patted her arm. “I have two pieces of news, one good and one…not. Which do you prefer first?”
“If it doesn’t concern Conor, I don’t much care.” She knew she sounded grumpy, but this constant harping on the need to keep them separated annoyed her. And frightens me. What if I’m never allowed to see him again, despite all of Glennit’s assurances?
“All right, then, the sad news is we still can’t locate your homeworld. The Shemdylann ship was too badly damaged by the bombardment during the attack, and the data banks are corrupted. We’ve never had a Mawreg ship to study before, so we may find the coordinates there at some point.” She leaned in closer, as if to share a secret. “Usually, the humans blow them up, no questions asked, because the Mawreg terrify them so, with good reason. You’re also getting a lot of credit for capturing a ship to be studied. But for now, I must report defeat on the issue of finding your planet.”
“You sound as if you’d been searching for a while.”
“Which brings me to the good news. Your sister, Tyrelle, is alive and quite well.”
Miriell couldn’t believe her ears. Tears flooding her eyes, she grabbed Glennit’s arm. “Are you sure? How? I mean, the entire Combine complex was destroyed, or so we were told. Did anyone else survive?”
Glennit gave her a hug. “It’s a long story, but through some unusual coincidences, your sister was able to assist the SCIA. The end result was the Combine branch holding the two of you as slaves was brought down. No other individual from your planet was present at the complex at the time, other than Tyrelle herself. I’m sorry to report that.”
“Can I see her?”
“She’s not in this Sector, as it happens, but I’m sure the two of you will be reunited in due time. As you’re learning, the Sectors government moves slowly and the SCIA more deliberately than most organizations.”
Miriell had figured that out, all right. “And I suppose the SCIA doesn’t want me to have too much detail in my head about Tyrelle’s accomplishment right now either? I’m beginning to dislike these authorities, even if their forces did rescue me.”
 
Captain Kennear was more distant the next morning at coffee, less inclined to chat and didn’t linger for a second cup. Miriell was relieved. Perhaps I was imagining his interest. Perhaps I’ve become too conceited about my own charms. It was going to be a difficult conversation with him. Still, as she prepared for her morning tutoring session with whichever of the two lieutenants would show up, she wondered if Glennit had reprimanded him. The Mellurean had taken an unusual interest in him that day in the garden.
The pattern continued for a few days, with Kennear being polite and correct but impersonal. He still came for the coffee, and he escorted her to the garden as before, but the conversation was limited and stilted. Miriell regretted the change but felt it was for the best.
She grew increasingly restive at this new version of captivity. Conditions were so much improved from what she’d endured in the slave cells, or even while she was at Opherra’s beck and call, but she was still a prisoner, Kennear her guard. Glennit’s restriction keeping her from using her own power, not even the tiniest tendril, for anything other than pulling energy from the plants in the garden, left Miriell uneasy, her nerves on edge.
And always there was the question of Conor. What was happening to him? How was he? Was he thinking of her?
On the fourteenth day, Kennear showed up at her cabin door unexpectedly in the middle of the afternoon. She let him in and asked, “Is something wrong? It’s not time for our trip to the garden, and I thought I was done answering questions. Has the SCIA thought of new topics?”
He rubbed his hand over his close-cropped blond hair and swallowed hard. “I want to apologize if I was making you uncomfortable. I never met anyone like you, and I felt this amazing attraction—”
“Captain—”
He raised his hand to stop her instinctive response. “I knew it was crazy. I knew there wasn’t a hope in the seven hells that you might be interested in me. You’ve made it clear from the first moment that this Conor guy is it for you.”
“Yes, he is. Did Lady Glennit talk to you?”
“No, she didn’t have to. It was pretty obvious to me that you and I could be friends maybe, if we’d met another way, but now, not more than that.”
“I count you as a friend,” she said, relieved he’d managed to conquer his own misguided attraction to her. “You’ve been so helpful, so kind.”
“Yeah, well, I’m going to do one more thing for you, and then tomorrow, I’m asking for reassignment, Miriell. That’ll be better for both of us.” He shuffled his feet and hesitated, as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to say any more. Straightening his shoulders, he used a brisk, matter-of-fact tone to hide whatever emotions he felt. “If you come with me right this minute, I can get you somewhere where you can have a glimpse of Conor.”
Delighted, she gave him a big hug. 
He hugged her for a brief moment and stepped away. “But you can’t say a word, and if you ever tell anyone I did this, I’ll be court-martialed.”
“No, of course not. Oh, but I’ll owe you a huge debt of gratitude.”
He nodded. “Come on, then.”
They left her cabin and went deep into the ship’s corridors into territory she’d never seen before. She hoped it wasn’t a mistake to trust Kennear, and she was frustrated that she couldn’t let her power read his motives, but she felt safe enough. Once they’d reached a bridge spanning other passageways crisscrossing below, Kennear held her back when she would have started across. Finger to his lips, he whispered, “The SCIA is taking him for another round of questioning, and the escort will walk on that concourse right below us, okay?”
She nodded and hid behind the column as much as she could, peeking around the edge. Voices and footsteps sounded from below, and Conor walked into her field of vision in the center of a group of men and women. His hair was now close-cropped, and he was thinner than she remembered, with shadows under his eyes, but he was wearing a uniform like his companions and was unrestrained. He chatted easily with the people escorting him, obviously on good terms with several of them, laughing over some shared joke. Miriell had to bite her lip to keep from calling his name, and she refused to blink and miss a moment of this unexpected, if long-distance, encounter. As the group prepared to leave the walkway and enter the next area of the spaceship, Conor glanced over his shoulder in her direction, and a small smile flickered on his lips. Then he was gone.
“Yeah, I might have gotten someone I trust to slip the word to him that this was a special bridge today.” Kennear sounded amused. “How are you doing, Priestess?”
She gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Blessings of Thuun be upon you, Captain! No one has ever done such a wonderful thing for me, not since I was taken prisoner by the Shemdylann.”
“Consider it my parting gift, ma’am. Let me escort you back to your cabin, and then I’ll say goodbye. It’s been an honor to meet you.”
 
She sat in the garden, her new official escort off somewhere, guarding access to this area, she supposed, when she heard footsteps on the path. Expecting dour and by-the-book Captain Sarqisi, who’d replaced the congenial Kennear, she forced herself to smile and stood up. “I’m ready—”
“Miriell.”
She spun around at the sound of her name and saw Conor standing at the edge of the small green space. She ran to his open arms, throwing herself at him, her arms around his neck, pulling his head down for a kiss that went on so long she became dizzy. He buried his face in her hair and held her as she burst into tears. “I’ve missed you so much,” she sobbed. “I was afraid I might never be allowed to see you again.”
“I wouldn’t have stood for that.” He framed her face with his hands. “I was going crazy being away from you, worrying about how you were doing—” As if he couldn’t restrain himself a moment longer, he kissed her again, heedless of the tears.
He tasted of coffee and the salt from her tears, and it was wonderful. Miriell pressed as close to him as she could, her breasts against his hard chest. She felt his arousal stir against her thighs and warmth blossomed deep inside her body.
Conor swept her into his arms and carried her to the bench, where he sat, cradling her in his lap. She curled into his warmth and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry, I’ve been so desperate to see you. I didn’t mean to cry. That one little glimpse of you on the concourse that day meant so much to me, because at least I knew you weren’t still in cuffs and being treated like a prisoner, but it was nothing like actually being with you, hearing your voice.” She hiccupped and tried to pull her emotions into check.
“I kept expecting to feel the touch of your power, but nothing, so I was going crazy with worry too, until your friend arranged that little moment. At least I knew you were doing okay. I owe the guy.”
“Captain Kennear,” she said. “He was a…a friend who took a chance as a favor to me, but now he’s left the ship, as far as I know.”
His arms tightened. “Problem?”
Shaking her head, she twined her fingers in his. “No, he was getting too fond of me, and he knew it. We both knew it. I did nothing to encourage him, especially once I comprehended the depth of his feelings. You’re the only man for me, ever.”
“You’re remarkably easy to fall in love with,” he said, dropping a kiss on her hair. “I sympathize with him, but if he’d bothered you, I’d have to track him down and explain the serious error of his ways.”
“No, it was fine. If he’d gone too far, I would have taken action, trust me. As to the other subject, Glennit has my power leashed. She said the SCIA insisted we have no contact so all the evidence and testimony would remain unsullied. Since you’re here now, does this mean you’re finished testifying?” She searched his face, noting the shadows again. “Can we leave?”
He drew a deep breath. “About that—we need to talk.”
“All right. As long as we can be together, I’m fine, even if we have to remain in this quasi prison of a ship.” She waved her free hand at the garden. “It’s nicer than the slave cells on Devir 6 anyway.”
His face tightened. “I hate that you’ve been kept in protective custody by my own people.”  He allowed her to slip off his lap and onto the bench beside him but kept his grip on her hand, as if the touch was a comfort. “But it couldn’t be helped. The only thing I could do was get all my evidence out there as fast as possible and answer every piddling question any agent wanted to ask.”
“I understood. It was your duty.”
There was a moment of silence, and then he said in a rush, “Conor Stewart is dead.”
Even though he was sitting there right in front of her, holding her hand, she startled and felt as if she’d taken a blow to the gut. “What do you mean?”
“He was a medium-level Amarotu soldier, and he was killed in the SCIA assault.” Conor gave her a crooked grin. “As far as the records go.”
Head whirling, voice a whisper, she asked, “May I…can I still call you Conor?”
“Sweetheart, you can call me anything you like, just not in public.” He gestured at himself. “Meet Stefan Terence Murphy, SCIA senior agent.” Throwing his head back, he laughed. “Seven hells, it feels good to use my own name again. Forgive me for not telling you when we were in that SCIA safe house?”
“Of course.” She touched his chest. “You’re still the same man. If I had my power free of Glennit’s control, I know I’d see the blue flames of a warrior.”
“Still the man you love?” The question was said in a teasing tone, but even without her power, she heard the genuine concern.
There was only one answer to that, and this time the kiss was long and involved. 
“Do you want to go to my cabin?” she asked breathlessly when they separated.
“More than anything, believe me, but there’s no time.” He ran one hand over his short hair. “Where to begin?”
“Wherever you like.”
“When my bosses first started planning this operation six years ago, I was a volunteer. Certain…promises were made to me, about my career trajectory when the job was finished, the rewards to be given for my sacrifice and the risks I’d have to take.” He shot her a sideways glance. “Now that it’s done and I’m back, those in the SCIA hierarchy find themselves uncomfortable with what I’ve become.” He rose, pacing as if he couldn’t remain still another moment. “Not to mention some of the things I had to do. A lot of shocked faces in that interrogation room at certain points in the narrative. Five years in the Amarotu add up to a lot of activities on the shady side of the law.”
Thinking over some of the things she’d had to do, she said, “I can imagine. What about your warrant? The authorities aren’t going to retract your immunity, are they?”
“No, the agent in charge was reminded quite forcefully by Lady Glennit how I went in with carte blanche and I did succeed in thwarting a Mawreg plot against the Sectors. With your help.” He bowed in her direction, and she nodded.
“We’re a team, the priestess and the warrior, and the time was right for success. Thankfully.”
“The truth is, I’m not the same man I was six years ago. It was naive of me—and them—to think I’d come back whole, shake off five years at the black heart of the Combine and slip into the old job without ripples. I was supposed to get promoted to special agent in charge of my own Sector branch. I’d been on the fast track for the position before I went undercover. I have the promise in writing in my personnel file. I read it again yesterday.” He paused at the edge of the tiny ornamental pond and stared into the water. “That job was all I ever wanted. My whole career path from the Academy days onward pointed there.”
She rose and joined him, slipping her arm around his waist and leaning close. “And now?”
“The upper echelons of the agency clearly feel huge reservations about having someone like me in charge of anything, much less an entire branch of agents.”
“I’m sorry.”
He shook his head. “Don’t be. I find the dream died a long time ago. Being stuck in a tiny cabin on this damn ship for a month with nothing to do but think and reflect, in between giving testimony, I realized I’m too much of a rogue now. I couldn’t make any kind of success as a by-the-book, rule-bound boss. I’d go quietly crazy. Or break a million rules and regulations and end up getting fired, if not arrested. Either way, it’s not what I want.”
“So what have you chosen? And where does it take us?”
He stared at her, admiration lighting his silver-gray eyes. “You’re amazing, you know that? You’ll sign up to go with me, no matter where, without even knowing the details?”
“I love you. Details don’t matter. Once, I wanted to be the chief priestess of Thuun for all of Tulavarra. I schemed and planned and courted the right elders.” Shaking her head over the foolishness and crushed dreams of her younger self, she smiled ruefully. “All of which came to naught on the day I was kidnapped from my home. I’ve changed over the years, as much as you have, relinquished the hopes and dreams I’d cherished for my entire life too. The one true thing I know now is you’re my heart and my home, and if we’re together, any situation can be livable.”
“Better than merely livable, I hope.  Another law enforcement agency reached out to me last week, said I’m what they need. I’ve been offered the position of sheriff for a colony world on the far side of the Sectors from here. I’d have a small staff of officers, but living on the frontier of civilization would mean less rulebook, more room to be creative. Not much chance of ever being found by the Combine either.” Raising his eyebrows, he grinned. “The colonists might be a handful, of course. Anyone who takes the challenge to move to the edge of the unknown and settle a new planet isn’t likely to be a tame sheep.”
“Neither are we.”
“We’re the sheepdogs,” he said with a laugh. “The protectors.”
“So a completely new start?” The idea was appealing. She felt her heart beat faster as she thought about being free of the overwhelming Sectors control and structure. 
He faced her, taking both of her hands in his. “Will you come with me? Will you be my wife and take this challenge together?”
“Nothing would make me happier.” She went on her tiptoes to kiss him, but he grabbed her in a bear hug and spun her around in a dizzying circle.
“What would I do there?” she asked when he lowered her to the deck again.
“Anything you want, I guess. You sing beautifully, you’re a healer, you sure know how to grow things. I’ve been assured the planet is lush and heavily forested. There are three oceans—” He stopped in midword and began searching in his pants pockets while Miriell watched in puzzlement. “That reminds me, I have something for you.” A moment later, he extended his hand to her, the seedpod resting on his palm. “You left this on Opherra’s ship.”
“You saved it for me.” With exquisite care, she lifted the tiny winged case and closed her fingers over it. “There is still the possibility of life. Do you think it’ll grow on our new homeworld?”
“I hope so. I knew you’d want to try planting it. I’d like the idea of a tree to represent our past and our future.”
“And our love,” she whispered.
“That too.” He kissed her tenderly. “Love, most of all.”
“I can encourage it to grow, even though the soil will be alien for its roots. Glennit won’t keep my powers caged once we’re away from here, will she?” Miriell voiced her deepest fear.
“Indeed, I won’t.”
Miriell spun around to see the Mellurean standing at the edge of the garden’s open space. Glennit nodded at them. “Since you’ve chosen this new future together, I’m ready to send you off. It’s a long journey to your new home. Your possessions have been packed and placed in the military shuttle awaiting you in the landing bay. The Navy’ll take you to the ship for the next segment of the voyage, after which you’ll be transferring again, at a Sector Hub, to begin the final portion of the journey. As Agent Murphy stated, the colony where he’s to be sheriff lies many light years away from this Sector.” 
“And I thought the Sectors was so slow-moving.” Miriell glanced at Conor—no, Stefan—and laughed. 
“I guess having wrung us both dry of all the testimony and evidence we can give, the SCIA can’t wait to get rid of us.” His dry tone indicated he might not be joking.
“There are those who’ll be relieved to know you’ve gone,” Glennit agreed. “I don’t count myself among them. Meeting the two of you has been a fascinating experience. You may hear from me again, should your homeworld of Tulavarra be located at some point. And, of course, you’re always welcome to visit Mellure. After all, your papers do state you’re Mellurean affiliates. You may call upon us if the need is sufficient.”
She escorted them from the garden and along corridors Miriell hadn’t seen before, apparently heading to the landing bay. “Will you thank Captain Sarqisi for me, as well as the two lieutenants who were tutoring me, for their help and kindness?”
“Of course.”
“Will these ships we’re to be traveling on have adequate biological support for Miriell’s needs? A garden or hydroponics?” Conor-Stefan asked. “Or should we be discussing cryo sleep?”
Hating the idea of ever enduring cryo sleep again, she protested, but he squeezed her hand. “My priority is to get you to our new home in a healthy state. If it comes to cryo sleep, we’ll pay for the best specialized services, I promise. And I’ll be there to stand watch over you every moment.”
“I think you’ll find the amenities more than meeting your needs on the ships I’ve selected for your passage.” Glennit’s expression and slight smile held an odd hint of mischief. “I should also mention that, given your status as an SCIA agent, you weren’t eligible for any kind of a monetary reward connected with the takedown of the Combine, of course—”
“I have five years of back salary banked,” he said.
“I was going to say Miriell was eligible for a reward. We’ve established an account for her on New Switzerland with a significant balance.” She reached into a pocket of her elegant dress and brought out a shiny black personal AI. “The details are here.”
“Not much to buy on a colony world.” Stefan raised his eyebrows at the amount on the readout as Miriell showed it to him. He whistled. “But I’m sure we’ll think of a few things.”
“Especially if there are children born of our union,” Miriell said. Her cheeks felt hot, and she knew she was blushing. “Eventually.”
“Which reminds me, we want to get married,” Stefan told Glennit. “Can the captain of this ship—”
“Regrettably, there isn’t time. I’m sure the captain of the space liner you’ll be traveling on next will be happy to oblige. You can consider the voyage a honeymoon.”
Ushered by a small contingent of military personnel, Miriell and Conor entered the docking bay, Glennit leading the way. A trim ship with sleek lines that spoke of speed sat waiting, ramp extended for passengers to board. Glennit stopped, and they paused with her. She held out her arms, and she and Miriell embraced. “I send you forth with my blessings,” the lady said. She shook hands with Stefan.
He offered his arm to Miriell. “Shall we?”
Her powers flooded over her in a rush as Glennit released her psychic hold. She staggered, and Stefan caught her. Leaning on his strong arm, she saw the full glory of the blue flames, mixed with the vibrant clear red of true love, and she sighed. Thank you, she said to Glennit. I never had any doubts about the strength of my bond with him, but it’s beautiful to see.
Journey well and be happy.
“Are you all right?” he asked, face full of concern.
“I’m fine, eager to be on our way to our new home and a fresh start. Freedom to make choices again.” She smiled at him. “I choose you.”



EPILOGUE
 
“I wish just once someone would explain to me ahead of time why we have to keep dropping out of hyperspace in the middle of the night.” The Nebula Zephyr’s chief security officer, Jake Dilon, scowled at the deserted landing bay. “It’s never for something good. Why can’t some other ship handle these weird extra assignments? Why is it always us?”
“You don’t have any reason to complain. This middle-of-the-night mystery stuff is probably in your job description,” said Owen Embersson, the cargo master. “And maybe mine, if there’s cargo to be taken on. But why my wife had to get out of a warm bed and come down here is beyond me.” He glanced at the woman beside him and frowned. 
“All will become clear to you momentarily.” Captain Fleming joined them. “And we’re doing this because the Mellureans requested the CLC Line to make accommodations on our ship available for two special passengers. Mrs. Embersson is here because I asked her to be here.”
“No problem, sir,” she said, although she hid a yawn behind one graceful hand.
Owen tried not to stare. The captain was never to be found in the landing bay in the middle of the night. Something major must be going down, although Fleming’s demeanor was cheerful rather than ready for a firefight.
“The military shuttle is docking now,” announced the traffic coordinator over the comlink.
As he watched the small craft dart into the huge expanse of the Zephyr’s landing bay and set down neatly, Owen felt something brush against his leg. Midorri, the ship’s green-furred alien pet, sat next to him, one clawed paw gingerly hooked onto his pants leg. Moby, the ship’s cat, rubbed against him to say hello before plopping down next to the other animal and beginning a painstaking bath. He exchanged a grin with his wife and threw up his hands. “Great, now the gang’s all here. Wonder why they’re so curious tonight?”
The trim little shuttle extended a ramp as the Nebula Zephyr’s robos bustled to extract a small pile of luggage from the military craft’s cargo container. A man and a woman appeared on the ramp, the man pausing to speak to someone remaining inside the ship.
Owen’s wife grabbed his arm, clamping down on his skin so hard he thought she must have had an attack. “Tyrelle, what’s wrong?”
Without saying a word in answer, she released him and ran onto the landing bay deck, dodging the hardworking robos. “Miriell! Praise be to Thuun, it is you!”
The two women embraced beside the military shuttle, tears of joy flowing, each talking a light-year a minute in the lilting language Owen knew was his wife’s native tongue. The resemblance between the two was astounding, from their soft green hair to the delicate features of their faces. Midorri and Moby circled the pair, twining around their ankles, purring and making little chirruping sounds, begging for attention.
Owen and Captain Fleming approached more slowly, Jake right behind.
“I had a personal message from Lady Glennit, asking me to arrange to surprise Tyrelle and her newly found sister,” the captain said. “I believe it’s always the best choice to go along with a Mellurean’s request. I don’t know a whole lot more details, other than the couple will be sailing with us to Sector Hub. Oh, and I’m to perform a wedding with all the bells and whistles.”
The male half of the passenger pair stood at the end of the ramp, hands in his utility pants pockets, looking bemused by the joyous reunion taking place in front of him. Owen walked over and stuck his hand out, “Owen Embersson, your future brother-in-law, apparently. Tyrelle’s my wife.”
“Pleased to meet you. Sheriff Stefan Murphy, at your service.” 
Owen introduced the captain and Jake.
“Welcome aboard my ship, Murphy,” Fleming said. “I understand from the Mellureans there’s a good story about how you and Miriell met.”
The sheriff seemed taken aback. “No one’s supposed to know the circumstances.”
The captain made a gesture, indicating their little group. “We’re cleared to hear it, and then Owen can tell you how he and Jake got Tyrelle out of the Devir 6 hellhole. Which is also only for restricted audiences.”
Stefan regarded Owen with new respect. “You were responsible for that operation? Man, I owe you. The destruction of the base set a whole chain of events in motion, almost miraculously resulting in Miriell and me standing here in one piece.”
“Owen gets the lion’s share of the credit. I came in for the mop-up. We can compare notes over beers later,” Jake suggested. “In a more private place.”
Tyrelle towed the other woman to the group of men, the pets following her. “Owen, I want you to meet my sister, Miriell.”
“It’s an honor, ma’am,” he said, taking her small hand in his large one. “I hope we’ll have time to get properly acquainted.”
“Our new passengers will be sailing with us for three weeks to Sector Hub,” Captain Fleming said after he’d introduced himself. “Right now, we should be clearing the landing bay so your ride can be on his way and I can send this ship of mine into hyperdrive where she belongs.” He herded them all into the corridor. “Tyrelle, I’ve put you on the inactive roster for the next three weeks so you can have the maximum time with your sister. And as I understand it, there’s to be a wedding, so I’ve set up an appointment for you ladies for tomorrow afternoon—and Sheriff Murphy, of course—with Meg Thomsill. She’ll coordinate the arrangements. Your sister can have access to anything she needs on my ship. And now, I’ll be on my way, let you have your family reunion. Owen, the Murphys are booked into the best suite on Level A, if you can escort them there.”
“Yes, sir.”
“It’s my honor to have you both on board the Nebula Zephyr,” Fleming said, and then he and Jake moved away toward the crew gravlift. 
Owen took over as guide, leading them to the passenger gravlift. He and the sheriff drifted upward in the silvery stream of antigrav together, watching the two women talk animatedly, each holding one of the ship’s pets. “You’ll probably have to adopt a furred pet of some kind yourself,” he warned Murphy. “Your wife-to-be looks pretty comfortable holding my cat. Her people can talk to the animals, you know.”
“I have a feeling I’ll be learning things about Miriell till the day I die.” Murphy sounded happy at the prospect.
“Holds true for any woman, I guess, but even more so for these ladies,” Owen agreed.
The suite the captain had assigned to the couple was one of the best on the entire ship. The robos had delivered their luggage already, and Owen stepped around the neat stack of containers as he showed Miriell and Stefan the amenities the cabin offered. 
The sisters were so distracted by their desire to talk and catch up on events that Miriell paid barely any attention before she sank onto the plush couch in the sitting area and drew Tyrelle down beside her. Moby the cat jumped into her lap and purred loudly as the conversation went on in Tulavarran.
Owen went to the kitchenette and returned with two cold beers, handing one to Stefan. “You won’t get a word in edgewise tonight.”
“Apparently not.” The sheriff laughed. “But I’m happy to see her so excited, you know? I wish Lady Glennit could see the effect of her surprise. I never would have suspected her of the subterfuge, not telling us Tyrelle was on this ship.”
“Oh, she probably knows how it all worked out. Never underestimate the Mellureans. So what shall we drink to?” Owen raised his bottle of the feelgood. “My wife always says her god Thuun brought us together, and I don’t argue, because it was pure goddamn luck I found her. Well, with some assistance from the pets, of course.”
“Miriell says the same thing about Thuun.” Murphy clinked his bottle against Owen’s. “Here’s to continued good favor from alien gods.”
“You said it, brother.” The two men drank and then moved to sit with the sisters on the couch to join the happy conversation.
And the Nebula Zephyr sailed on through the stars.
 
***
 
Thank you for reading DANGER IN THE STARS! I really hope you enjoyed the adventure (and of course I’d love a review if you have time and the inclination to write one – even a few sentences would be wonderful. Authors relish reader feedback).
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STAR CRUISE: STOWAWAY, the novella which tells the story of Miriell’s sister Tyrelle, and how she escaped from the Combine with Owen’s help, has previously only been available in a multi author short term anthology. As of early May 2017, the novella will be available as a standalone ebook (wth two other Sectors short stories by me), so be sure to look for that one if you haven’t read it!
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