
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]

[image: ]


An eRedSage Publishing Publication 

This book is a work of complete fiction. Any names, places, incidents, characters 

are products of the author"s imagination and creativity or used fictitiously. Any 

resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is fully 

coincidental. 

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or any portion 

thereof in any form whatsoever in any country whatsoever is forbidden. 

Information: 

Red Sage Publishing, Inc. P.O. Box 4844 Seminole, FL 33775 

727-391-3847 eRedSage.com  

From the Ashes 

An eRed Sage Publication All Rights Reserved Copyright © 2010 

eRedSage is a registered trademark of Red Sage Publishing, Inc. 

Visit us on the World Wide Web: http://www.eRedSage.com  

ISBN:      9781603105743;        1603105743       Adobe PDF ISBN:      9781603105736;        1603105735       ePub 

ISBN:      9781603105774;        1603105778       HTML ISBN:      9781603105750;        1603105751        MobiPocket ISBN:      9781603105767;        160310576X       MS Reader 

Published by arrangement with the authors and copyright holders of the 

individual works as follows: 

From the Ashes © 2010 by Maree Anderson  

Cover © 2010 by Lyn Taylor 

Printed in the U.S.A. 

ebook layout and conversion by jimandzetta.com  


From the Ashes 

 

*** 

[image: ]




[image: ]

I originally wrote From The Ashes as a novella, in Calista"s point of view.  It  even  had  another  title:  “Double  Trouble”,  an  allusion  to the  hero"s,  er,  extra  appendage!  But  my Phoenixae  alien  hero, Asher,  was  just  so  compelling—not  to  mention  outta  this  world hot!—that  I  felt  he  deserved  more.  And  so From  The  Ashes  was born. I had a blast fleshing out Asher"s character, bringing him to life,  and  having  him  smack  Calista  upside  the  head  with  the  fact that  he"s  more  than  just  a  victim  destined  to  be  a  sex-slave,  he truly is a worthy hero. I hope you enjoy the result! 




Chapter One 

 

Calista  cast  her  gaze  over  the  cargo  bill.  “Libertinus,  huh?  I"ve heard you can buy just about anything there, provided you"ve got credits  to  burn.”  The  pleasure  planet  was  a  preferred  vacation destination  for  the  debauched  and  infamous.  And  anyone  willing to blow more credits on a night"s accommodation than she could hope to earn in ten lifetimes. 

“So they say.” The beefy warehouse dispatcher rummaged about in his pocket and pulled out a crumpled packet of nics. 

It was only then that Calista noticed he had six fingers on each hand.  Pretty  tame  as  genetic  enhancements  went,  as  were  his purple eyes with the deep green irises and his perfect, golden-hued skin.  He  probably  imagined  the  combo  would  help  him  pull  the babes. 

His  enhancements  had  the  opposite  effect  on  Calista,  who couldn"t help the nausea bubbling in her stomach at the thought of what  some  humans  were  prepared  to  do  to  themselves.  The  skin and eyes she could handle, but the extra fingers? Ick. 

“Mind if I light up?” he asked, fumbling with the pack"s closure. 

“Yes, actually,” she said without thinking. 

His too-smooth-to-be-natural forehead creased into a frown. 

Crap!  Curse  her  quick  tongue.  “I"m  allergic  to  the  smoke,”  she lied,  taking  care  to  make  her  tone  apologetic.  “Gives  me  such  a killer headache that I have to pop a handful of sleepies and go lie down somewhere dark and quiet for a few hours.” 

To  his  credit,  he  got  the  not-so-subtle  implication  that  she might miss her launch window because of his addiction and tossed the pack back onto his desk. He  contented himself with fidgeting 
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and  shifting  his  weight  from  one  foot  to  the  other  and  eyeing Calista up while she completed her checks. 

 

The  cargo  she  had  been  contracted  to  courier  appeared innocuous  enough.  A  stock  standard,  maxi-sized  plasteel  crate, reinforced so that if some idiot skimped on cargo webbing and it bounced  all  over  the  hold  during  transport,  its  contents  would survive the trip intact. Nor did the Property of the Imperium seals emblazoned  in  indelible  crimson  ink  on  its  surfaces  worry  her. She"d couriered enough Imperium cargo to know the ins and outs of dealing with “Imp” lackeys. Even pretty-boys like this one. 

Calista  ran  her  scanner  over  the  crate,  performing  what appeared to be a routine check for residual nasties that might have contaminated  the  casing  in  transit.  Her  scan  was  anything  but routine. She"d bastardized a medi-scanner and disguised it inside the housing of a basic TPS—trace particle scanner. Surprises didn"t thrill her at all. These days she didn"t trust anyone except herself, and she preferred to know exactly what she was transporting. 

Her  scanner  emitted  a  series  of  short  beeps,  similar  to  an  “all clear”  contaminant  scan,  but  in  this  case  alerting  her  to  the presence  of  a  shielding  device  that  had  been  designed  to  emit  a fake reading. Calista forced herself to relax and show no reaction at all. 

Agraria, a self-proclaimed agricultural paradise, was renowned for the low contamination levels of its crops. The entire planet was ultra-clean, achingly green, and so picturesque that a first glimpse of its rolling hills brought tears to the eyes of even jaded tourists. And  a  sniff  of  its  air  produced  tears  for  an  entirely  different reason.  Agraria  stank.  The  entire  planet  reeked  of  the  excrement and  other  waste  products  used  to  fertilize  the  crops,  and  after three  days  here,  twiddling  her  thumbs  as  she  waited  for  another courier run, Calista"s sinuses still ached. 

What the heck could this boring little outpost offer the denizens of  a  pleasure  planet  drowning  in  credits?  Certainly  not  “dried 
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foodstuffs”,  whatever  the  documentation  might  claim.  Nor anything  else  that  Libertines  couldn"t  source  from  somewhere  a heap closer and far more fragrant. 

The  shipment  had  to  be  something  that  illegals  would  covet. Which  meant  that  there  was  a  bloody  good  chance  someone, somewhere, would already have figured out what was really in this crate.  And  already  lined  their  pockets  by  on-selling  the information. 

Shit. She should have known the terms of this contract were too freaking good to be true. She might as well have painted a target right across the ass-end of her ship. She would have to watch her back. 

“Everything check out?” the dispatcher asked. 

His  neutral  expression  heightened  Calista"s  suspicions  still more. She would bet her next bowl of cocoa mousse that he was on the  take  and  siphoning  credits  into  his  own  pocket,  but  she couldn"t  call  him  on  it—not  if  she  wanted  to  stay  under  the  Imp radar. 

“Yep.  Everything  checks  out.”  She  peeled  the  protective  cover from the cargo bill"s sig-pad and pressed the ball of her thumb into the  perma-gel.  Then  she  shoved  the  pad  under  his  scanner,  and they played the obligatory waiting game. 

Agraria"s DNA-print tech was nowhere near as sophisticated as the  ret-scanners  some  of  the  other  outposts  used,  but  it  still  did the trick. And there was no messing with it unless you"d had your prints lasered and re-etched, and all your medical records altered by one of the best hackers in the business. Calista had also had her eyes done so that she wouldn"t throw up a flag during a ret-scan. Hideously expensive and somewhat painful procedures, but given her less-than-stellar parentage, a necessity. 

The  imprint  glowed,  and  the  hiss  of  spray  sealant  announced that Calista"s ID had been officially recorded and accepted, and the cargo  transferred  to  her  tender  care.  Along  with  the  first 

[image: ]

installment  owed  her.  Which  she  verified  by  swiping  her  card through  the  warehouse"s  CreditTech  unit  and  confirming  her account balance. 

 

“Is  there  a  problem?”  The  dispatcher"s  tone  hinted  at  a challenge as if he expected her to balk and try to wriggle out of the contract. 

“Nope. Everything"s peachy.” 

“Peachy?” His brows knotted into a perplexed frown. 

“Fuzzy-skinned  fruit  that"s  rumored  to  have  grown  on  the human home-world,” she said, still mulling possible reasons why an  Imperium  outpost  would  contract  a  freelancer  to  courier shielded  cargo  rather  than  using  one  of  their  own  transporters. Sure,  a  freelancer  could  deliver  the  cargo  more  quickly,  but  not even  the  most  badass  illegals  fucked  with  an  Imperium transporter. 

 The fine hairs on the back of her neck rose a split second before her  brain  registered  the  ominous  silence.  She  glanced  up  at  the dispatcher and met with a scowl. 

“You"re one of those.” The bleakness of his disapproval iced her skin. 

It was a deeply ingrained habit for Calista to guard her tongue around  Imperium  employees.  Slipping  up  like  this  was  so uncharacteristic that her lapse worried her more than his reaction. 

She  pulled  herself  together  and  favored  him  with  a  shrug  and self-deprecating  toothy  grin.  “I  spent  my  formative  years  with  a half-mad old woman who was obsessed with Earther legends. She filled my head with all sorts of nonsense.” He could even check if he  decided  to  be  a  suspicious  bastard.  Calista"s  fake  history  was tighter than a synth-pet"s furry asshole. 

She  fine-tuned  her  smile  to  a  cutesy  pursing  of  her  lips.  “I"ve tried to break myself of the habit of blurting these silly sayings, but sometimes they just slip out. I"ll have to try a bit harder, I guess.” Cue  appropriate  batting  of  eyelashes.  “Wouldn"t  want  anyone 
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getting the wrong idea.” 

He  didn"t  recoil  or  run  screaming  from  the  warehouse,  so  she figured all that practice in front of the mirror had paid off. Instead, his  purple  eyes  darkened.  His  gaze  turned  speculative,  almost predatory,  but  whether  his  interest  was  sexual  or  financial  she couldn"t yet discern. 

She would prefer sexual. That she could deal with. But with her luck, his brain was even now churning with visions of extracting as many  credits  as  he  could  from  her  in  return  for  his  silence. Earthers  were  barely  tolerated  by  the  Imperium,  and  many  were routinely hauled in on trumped-up charges,  incarcerated and left to  rot.  The  last  thing  Calista  needed  was  to  be  lumped  in  with those fanatics. 

“You  wouldn"t  want  certain  people  getting  the  wrong impression about your loyalties,” he finally said, holding her gaze for a long moment. 

“Absolutely!”  Calista  gushed,  pretending  that  she  was  too damned thick to understand the implied threat. “Why, I would be mortified if anyone suspected me of being one of those brain-fried dreamers.  I  mean  to  say,  believing  that  a  utopia  like  Earth  is reputed  to  be,  even  exists?  Puhlease!”  Cue  ceiling-ward  eye-roll. Followed  by  a  gasp  and  a  dramatic,  wide-eyed  expression  of horror. “Gosh, you couldn"t be thinking that I"m one of them?” She punctuated  that  statement  with  an  inane  giggle.  “No.  Of  course you couldn"t. How silly of me.” 

One  more  giggle  as  she  folded  her  arms  beneath  her  boobs  to draw attention to her cleavage ought to do it. 

The  dispatcher"s  gaze  licked  down  her  body,  then  back  up, lingering on her breasts. 

Excellent. Lust was far easier to deal with than blackmail. And if he went so far as to feel her up, then Calista would have him right where she wanted him. 

She  worked  hard  at  hiding  the  true  extent  of  her  capabilities 
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and  projecting  a  harmless  public  face  so  that  people  would underestimate  her.  The  predominately  male  courier  fraternity treated her like an oldest child would treat a naïve younger sibling. She  was  tolerated  and  even  cosseted—when  she  wasn"t  being slammed  for  trying  to  play  hardball  with  the  big  boys.  Her  peers assumed  she  eked  out  a  meager  living  and  that  as  soon  as  the novelty  wore  off,  she  would  hook  a  suitable  guy  and  give  up  her nomadic lifestyle. 

 

Those  chauvinistic  bastards  honestly  believed  Calista"s  entire reason  for  existing  was  to  decorate  some  man"s  bed.  Oh,  and devote her life to making him happy. 

She stifled a snort. Get real. 

She had enough credits squirreled away to get by and it suited her to pretend to be barely competent. But as much as she loathed people copping one look at her and automatically slashing her IQ in half, it did come in handy. Like now, dealing with an Imp who was  acting  like  he  hadn"t  gotten  laid  by  anything  resembling  a human  being  in  months.  “Wait  till  the  other  couriers  hear  I"ve scored a run to Libertinus,” she cooed, and then sucked in a deep breath to better display her assets. “They"re gonna be sooo envious that I was selected for this! Someone must have realized I"m pretty good at my job, huh? Even though I"m a girl?” 

Ick.  It  nauseated  her  how  well  she  could  assume  this  bimbo persona. And lately, Calista had found herself slipping into the role far too often. Maybe it was time to find a nice planet, buy up some property and settle down. Yeah. Riiight. 

She reached up to flick the hoist switch, and the man"s gaze slid over her again, hot and wanting as he lingered on the swell of her breasts beneath her form-fitting shipsuit. He practically drooled. 

Double  ick.  She  could  almost  feel  those  extra  digits  of  his touching her bare skin. But gross-factor aside, he was playing right into  her  hands  and  she  would  be  daft  not  to  take  advantage. Calista  moistened  her  lips  with  the  tip  of  her  tongue  as  she 
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manipulated the hoist controls. 

Come on, lover. Make my day. 

A  craft  passed  overhead  and  the  shrill  whine  of  its  laboring engines  scoured  her  eardrums.  It  needed  servicing  pronto.  The dispatcher winced, and the speculative lust faded from his gaze. 

Damn. There went Calista"s last real chance to rid herself of this cargo  without  attracting  unwanted  speculation.  None  of  her colleagues  would  have  batted  an  eyelid  at  her  bailing  on  the contract if this guy had tried it on. Heck, all she would have to do was  sniffle  and  shed  a  few  artful  tears  while  she  described  being pawed  by  the  big  bad  six-fingered  cargo  dispatcher,  and  they would even deal with him on her behalf. And then fight over who got to take over the run. 

“Let  me  do  that  for  you.”  The  dispatcher  strode  forward  to nudge her aside with his hip and take over loading the crate onto her grav sled. 

What a freaking jerk-off. Calista ground her jaw. If she was so dumb that she couldn"t be trusted to load a frigging sled without assistance, then why the heck had she been picked for this run in the  first  place?  Why  had  she  been  contracted  to  transport something so rare or expensive that it warranted a state-of-the-art shielding device halfway across the galaxy? Why not choose one of her supposedly far more capable male counterparts—one of those guys still slouched over the bar, numbing his abused nostrils with copious amounts of alcohol? 

Why choose her? 

Unless…. 

Unless  someone  had  specifically  requested  an  inexperienced courier to do the run. 

Calista didn"t like the implications of that idea at all. 

She  cast  one  last  vacuous  smile  at  the  dispatcher.  “Thanks  so much for your help. I couldn"t have done it without you.” Then, all on  her  own,  without  any  assistance  whatsoever  from  a  man,  she 
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leashed the grav-sled to her belt. 

 

With her cargo bobbing weightlessly behind her, she headed for the exit. As she passed granaries and reeking fertilizer warehouses, she chewed over possible scenarios. And by the time she"d reached the  docking  bay,  she  was  considering  ditching  the  cargo  and launching without it. 

Gosh, I"m very sorry, Mr. Imp, sir, but I was suddenly overcome by the most dreadful cramps! Before I could load my cargo aboard I simply had to rush to the san. And when I got back, the crate was gone. Stolen! Horrors! What"s the universe coming to when a law-abiding  citizen  can"t  leave  their  belongings  unattended  for  five minutes? 

Yeah.  Like  they"d  believe  that.  Even  defacing  Imperium property  got  you  a  transfer  to  some  hellish  prison  planet  until some  terminally  bored  assistant  got  around  to  scheduling  your case. 

Calista  contemplated  the  possible  penalty  for  careless misplacement  of  said  property,  and  despite  the  muggy  heat,  cold sweat  prickled  her  spine.  Sure,  she  could  turn  illegal,  on-sell  the cargo—whatever  it  turned  out  to  be,  there  would  be  someone willing to part with credits to possess it—and make herself scarce for the next umpteen decades. But she"d had a taste of that lifestyle and didn"t much appreciate the constant stress of looking over her shoulder. 

Bottom line? She couldn"t afford to get caught selling Imperium property. And neither could she afford to lose Imperium property consigned to her care. Even if she could prove beyond a doubt that she"d been robbed by a whole fleet of marauding illegals, her fake history  could  only  withstand  so  much  official  investigation.  Her best recourse was to play the game, deliver the bloody cargo, and hope to get out in one piece. 

Of  course,  there  was  always  the  remote  possibility  that prolonged  exposure  to  the  stench  of  shit  could  have  affected  her 
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brain  and  she  was  suffering  from  paranoia.  This  could  all  be  a storm in a caff cup, nothing to worry about. And as she leaned in to whisper the access code to her ship"s hatch, Calista hoped that her well-honed instincts were way off. 

Just this once. 

Three shampoos and a week"s ration of bathing gel later, Calista could still detect the faint odor of fertilizer on her skin. A radiant fluid  bath  would  do  the  trick,  but  her  departure  window  was looming,  and  she  had  no  desire  to  miss  it  and  stick  around  on Agraria any longer than necessary. Besides, it wasn"t like she had some  hot  guy  aboard  that  she  was  desperate  to  impress.  She inserted  her  whiffy  self  into  a  clean  shipsuit,  left  the  san  and headed for the bridge. 

Calista"s  ship  had  been  designed  for  a  crew  of  three,  two  at  a pinch. But the illegal who"d appropriated Doppelganger and given her  to  Calista  had  rerouted  nav,  scan  and  targ  to  the  captain"s comptroller.  He"d  also  taught  her  how  to  override  the  computer safeguards and incorporate a few other little improvements, which allowed her to fly solo with a minimum of effort. That illegal had also been her biological father. 

Calista  had  to  hand  it  to  the  man  whose  sperm  had  helped create  her.  Once  he"d  been  made  aware  of  his  offspring"s  talents, he"d done his fatherly  duty. And, once the Imperium realized his talents,  they"d  blasted  him  to  smithereens.  No  warning  shot.  No opportunity  to  surrender.  The  battle  cruiser  materialized  from hyperspace with its matter cannon already charged, locked onto its target and fired. 

Instant obliteration. Such was the fate of any illegal who made a habit of thumbing his nose at the Imperium regime. 

“Docking Bay, this is Doppelganger. Ready to launch.” 

“Doppelganger,  you"re  good  to  go  in  five.  Four.  Three.  Two. One.” 

With  the  Docking  Bay"s  “Safe  journey!”  echoing  in  her  ears, 
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Calista launched and got the hell out of the sector. 

 

Her  booze-swilling  counterparts  back  on  Agraria  might  call back-to-back hyperspace jumps reckless. Given her suspicions that someone was going to attempt to relieve her of the cargo, Calista called  it  being  prudent,  even  if  the  jump  effects  were  cumulative and  by  the  third  jump  she  was  mainlining  stim  to  remain functional.  She  would  get  some  sleep  after  she"d  cleared  another sector and put enough distance between herself and any would-be pursuers. 

And after she found out what was inside that damned crate. 

If  she  had  even  a  modicum  of  sense  left,  she  would  remain blissfully  ignorant.  Continue  her  headlong  flight  to  Libertinus, hand over the cargo, collect her fee and take an extended holiday. But she couldn"t get the damned thing out of her mind. 

Curiosity  consumed  her.  The  desire  to  eyeball  the  cargo skittered  through  her  mind.  It  was  like  some  persistent  song  or phrase  buzzing  in  her  head,  irritating  as  all  heck  but  too compelling to ignore. If she hadn"t known better, she might have thought the bloody thing had possessed her. 

She  injected  another  hypo  of  stim  into  her  veins  and  dragged her still protesting body down to the cargo hold. 

The  crate  sat  secure  and  snug  in  its  protective  webbing, taunting  her  with  its  unprepossessing  appearance.  Appearances were  so  often  deceiving—fatal,  even—that  Calista  chose  not  to ignore  her  gut  instincts  and  allowed  paranoia  to  rule.  She maneuvered  a  loading  platform  beneath  the  crate,  retracted  the webbing, and lowered the crate to the ground. Then she took her time to scan the crate"s exterior for snoopers. 

Clean. 

Righto. On to phase two. 

But  phase  two  was  risky,  downright  perilous  to  her  ongoing health.  If  she  was  caught  out,  she  wouldn"t  be  able  to  plead ignorance. Should she risk it? Did she need to know that much? 
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You betcha. 

She  scanned  the  crate"s  locking  mechanism.  Standard  Imp issue. According to popular doctrine, unbreakable. And more often than not, booby-trapped. 

Lock-picking  happened  to  be  another  of  her  many  and  varied skills, but her instincts were shrieking at her that time was of the essence.  Picking  the  lock  and  by-passing  the  booby-traps  would take  time  she  could  ill  afford.  And  far  quicker  than  lock-picking was crate-cutting. 

The  beauty  of  this  little  scheme  was  that  she  wouldn"t  have  to get  creative  to  cover  up  what  she"d  done.  She  had  a  range  of Imperium-stamped crate blanks stashed in a hidden compartment of her cargo hold, along with a selection of Imp locking devices for those rare situations that she stuffed up and ruined a lock. Calista had learned to be prepared for anything. 

Once she discovered what the secretive nonsense was about, all she had to do was repackage the contents in a new crate, complete with the shielding device and replicated crate IDs. Easy peasy for a skilled  forger  like  herself.  No  one  would  ever  suspect  that  she"d tampered with the cargo. Sometimes she was so fucking smart that she scared herself. 

She affixed a set of suckers to the side of the crate. One of her augmented las-cutters sliced through the tough plasteel like a hot knife through cocoa mousse. She gave the suckers one sharp yank and the side popped neatly out. 

Calista expected the crate to vomit packing beads. Instead, she was treated to a quivering mass of opaque gel cushioning. 

Delicate cargo. Curiouser and curiouser. 

She grabbed a heat-vac and set to work. When she"d melted and sucked  up  half  the  gel,  she  was  treated  to  a  good  view  of  what  it had been protecting. 

An egg. A fricking large egg, about six inches long and nearly as wide, and the largest egg she"d ever seen. 




Chapter Two 

 

 

Eggs  produced  purely  for  human  consumption  were  rare  and prohibitively  expensive  commodities.  Calista  considered  herself privileged  to  have  dined  on  an  egg,  given  that  the  majority  of commoners  had  never  even  laid  eyes  on  one.  The  menu  had claimed it was “soft boiled,” with the white cooked until firm but the yolk warm and runny. And given the fuss and ceremony that accompanied  its  journey  to  her  table,  afterward  she"d  been  too embarrassed to admit to her host that she didn"t much care for the taste. 

So Calista knew a real egg when she saw one. What she didn"t know  was  what  the  hell  kind  of  creature  might  have  laid  this monster. 

She  dug  her  hands  into  the  gel  and  extracted  the  egg  from  its goopy cocoon. It weighed about three pounds. She lugged it over to a packing bench and laid it down with the utmost of care. 

Despite  knowing  it  was  fragile  and  that  she  risked  cracking  it, she  couldn"t resist touching  it again. She stroked the gel from  its surface with her palms, marveling at its size. 

Sheesh! Some Libertine chef was gonna be cooking up a heap of omelets with this sucker. No accounting for the gourmet tastes of the rich  and libidinous. Dudes! Didn"t your mothers tell you that when it comes to edibles, big is not always tastier? Little wonder the crate had been shielded and its contents so carefully packaged. This thing was worth a fortune! 

She allowed herself to be distracted by wishful calculations as to how  many  credits  this  egg  would  fetch  in  various  illegal marketplaces until one very important fact smacked her upside the 
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head. The egg"s shell was warm. Which meant— 

A living embryo. 

“Fuck!” 

As  if  voice-activated,  the  egg  came  to  life  and  shuddered beneath her hands. 

Calista  forced  her  rubbery  limbs  to  move  and  backed  away. Whatever  manner  of  creature  was  going  to  hatch  from  it,  and whatever the purchaser"s plans for it might be, she wanted no part of it. 

A faint tapping noise cut through her panicked thoughts. 

She saw fine cracks marring the egg"s shell. Her heart thudded like a mad thing in her chest. It couldn"t be hatching now. 

Images  of  some  nightmarish,  ravenous  creature  skittered through her mind. She whirled on her heel, intending to flee. 

Crrrraaaaack! 

 Don"t look. Do. Not. Look! 

 Of  course  she  halted.  And  looked.  She  couldn"t  help  herself. She was dumb that way. 

The  shell  split  in  two,  revealing  a  human  infant.  Amidst  the shattered remains of eggshell, it uncurled itself, its torso glistening with fluids, hair slicked to its skull. It waved its arms and legs as if luxuriating in the freedom of movement after being cramped in a fetal  position.  Then  it  yawned  and  rubbed  its  eyes  with  its  tiny fists. 

It  was  such  an  inherently  human  gesture  that  Calista"s  fear dissolved  and  she  couldn"t  help  the  goofy  smile  spreading  across her face. It was so gosh-darned cute! 

She ventured closer, staring down at the baby. The smile froze on  her  lips.  No  freaking  way!  She  had  to  be  dreaming.  Not  even the most sought-after and talented genetic enhancement specialist could replicate that! 

She squeezed her eyelids shut, rubbed them, and then for good 
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measure,  blinked  a  couple  of  times.  But  the  extra,  er,  appendage was still there. 

 

Two  sets  of  male  genitals?  Oookay  then.  Definitely  a  “he”,  not an “it”. 

He opened his eyes and focused on her. 

A sharp pain bloomed in Calista"s skull, a close-your-eyes-and-grit-your-teeth  pain  that  spiked  and  dissipated  before  she  could even form a scream. She clutched her temples, sagging with relief. 

When she dared pry open her eyelids, the infant had grown to the size of a small child. His eyes were mesmerizing, blacker-than-black  irises  with  diagonal  golden  striations  shaped  like  tiny lightning bolts bursting outward from the pupils. 

He  swung  his  legs  over  the  edge  of  the  bench.  And  before Calista  could  understand  what  she  was  witnessing,  the  child hopped off the bench and morphed into a grown man. 

A  truly  gorgeous-looking  man.  Who,  despite  his  unusual method of birth, appeared physically human in every way. If you didn"t count the two cocks. Which sure looked normal, each with its  own  set  of  balls  and  everything.  Even  in  their  current  flaccid state, they were jaw-droppingly impressive. She"d never seen such a thick, long cock—cocks!—on a man before. 

One cock was in the, ah, usual place, and the extra one was set right  above  it.  Kinda  like  double-decker  genitals.  They  were perfectly spaced, as if this man had been designed to give a woman double the amount of pleasure. Anal and vaginal at the same time. Mmmhmm. No need for dildos with this guy. 

And,  gods!  Could  those  impressive  appendages  be  twitching and growing hard beneath her scrutiny? 

It was enough to make her eyes cross, she was staring so hard. And  she  flushed  to  the  roots  of  her  hair  at  the  direction  her thoughts  were  taking.  She  ought  to  get  her  shit  together  because for all she knew, despite his sex-god appearance, he could have a deadly agenda. But she couldn"t tear her gaze away from his added 
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extras. 

Whoa. He was mouthwatering. Even if he wasn"t human. 

*** 

Asher  allowed  his  lips  to  curve  slightly  upward  in  a  tremulous smile. He rounded his eyes at the young woman and concentrated on  projecting  helplessness.  And  while  she  stared  at  him  open-mouthed and too stunned to react, he drank her in. 

He  thought  her  exquisite,  despite  blonde  hair  cropped  in  an ultra-short  masculine  style.  High  cheekbones,  slashing  brows above  tilted  hazel  eyes,  and  a  mouth  that  just  missed  being stubborn  thanks  to  the  fullness  of  the  lower  lip.  Her  body  was encased in a silvery, form-fitting, sleeveless shipsuit, and although her curves were luscious, there was strength evident in her toned arms and the muscled thighs highlighted by her suit. The style of her attire was  starkly severe, practical, suggesting that the way it emphasized her curves was unintentional on her part. 

Through the tenuous mental link he"d already established with her,  he  sensed  that  she"d  been  wounded,  and  those  soul-deep injuries  had  festered.  She"d  been  betrayed  by  a  man  who  had professed  to  love  her  and  now  refused  to  allow  herself  to  be vulnerable again. 

Asher would never betray her. 

He  wanted  to  be  hers,  ached  with  the  need  to  leap  at  her  and force her to meet his gaze so that he could complete the bonding process.  So  if  he  had  any  brains  at  all,  he  would  bond  with another. 

His master would have the power of life and resurrection over him. His master would be able to inflict pain and suffering with a mere stray thought. This woman"s damaged soul would mourn her mastery  over  him.  Ultimately,  her  pity  would  burgeon  to  hatred for what he had forced upon her, obliging him to endure the agony of  her  hatred.  And  each  time  he  died,  he  would  wonder  whether this would be the time she neglected to resurrect him.  
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He  swept  the  small  ship  with  his  senses,  seeking  another  to bond with, and he didn"t know whether to exult or mourn when he discovered  he  had  no  choice.  There  was  no  other  sentient  being aboard  this  ship.  And  the  genetic  imperative  that  forced  him  to complete the bond could no longer be denied. 

His choice had been made for him. So be it. 

Her  gaze  roamed  over  his  body  and  Asher  forced  himself  to relax. He held himself still, letting her gaze her fill, confident that her natural curiosity would overcome her and she would look him in the eye. Confident that she would be unable to resist his allure. 

Her bewildered gaze flicked to his face. And  he caught her. As easy  as  that,  he  enthralled  her.  She  couldn"t  move,  not  even  to blink, while he tested her defenses. 

Gathering  his  mental  energy,  Asher  struck,  piercing  her woefully inadequate internal shields and laying her psyche bare to his probing mind. 

The essence of him invaded her, and he shared the experience with her. He seeped into her skin, sizzling through her veins and shattering  a  sturdy  edifice  of  loneliness  that  she"d  labeled  self-sufficiency.  He  sifted through her thoughts and learned  her. And he  did  not  allow  her  to  feel  fear  or  loathing  at  this  psychic violation.  He  soothed  her  as  he  would  a  distraught  animal, enveloping  her  in  warmth  and  comfort,  filling  her  mind  with  the realization that this process was natural and acceptable. Desirable. 

He  regretted  the  subterfuge,  but  it  was  necessary  if  he  was  to serve her. And joy suffused his heart as she surrendered and gave herself over to him. 

So  as  not  to  startle  her,  he  modulated  his  mental  voice  to  the merest  whisper  and  projected  it  to  echo  softly  in  the  confines  of her mind. My name is Asher.

“Asher,” she whispered. 

Hearing  his  name  on  her  lips  sent  pleasurable  chills  coursing down his spine, and his reaction was instinctive, spawned from a 
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compulsion to give pleasure in return. He psychically stroked her nerve-endings,  reveling  when  her  body  quivered  as  though  an attentive lover"s fingers stroked her skin. 

He  kicked  aside  the  shards  of  eggshell.  As  he  stalked  toward her, his heart leapt with such an aching yearning for her touch that he groaned aloud. 

How may I serve you, master? He knelt at her feet to take her hands  in his. Ye gods, how could the mere touch of her callused, roughened  palms  spark  such  an  intense  sexual  reaction?  His phalluses  swelled  until  his  flesh  was  so  hard  he  ached  with  the need to sink into her body and experience the wonder of her tight feminine cores clenching around him. 

Asher  melded  with  her  mind  still  more,  going  deeper  and deeper,  winnowing  through  her  innermost  secrets  and  desires, determined to fulfill her and give her what she wanted. 

What she wanted…. 

He drew back. Did she want this intimacy? Did she truly crave his touch, or was he deluding himself? 

He had to know. 

He  sifted  through  the  roiling  maze  of  her  thoughts  and emotions, searching for a kernel of truth. 

And  he  learned  that  what  she  wanted  now  was  him.  Carnally. With  no  reservations.  She  hungered  for  him,  for  the  pleasure  he could give her. Her attraction to him was purely physical, born of self-imposed  sexual  deprivation  and  the  desire  to  break  free  and ignore  the  consequences  just  this  once.  But  for  Asher,  that  was more  than  enough.  He  smothered  the  rebellious  thought  that fulfilling her sexually would please him, too. 

He  experienced  everything  she  felt  as  he  stroked  his  thumbs over the pulse points at her wrists. To her, ensnared in a state of hyper-sexual awareness, the mere touch of his hands was akin to the  foreplay  of  an  experienced  lover.  Her  ultra-sensitized  skin tingled  beneath  his  touch.  The  muscles  of  her  sex  coiled  and 
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tightened, pulsing with the need for release. 

 

Asher  gave  silent  thanks  to  the  extensive  knowledge  that  had burgeoned in his brain the instant he matured to self awareness in utero.  He  might  be  a  virgin  in  the  physical  sense,  but  he  was  no inexperienced  youngling.  He  had  the  sexual  knowledge  of  all  his ancestors  to  call  upon.  And  he  knew  exactly  what  he  was  doing. More,  through  his  link  with  her,  he  knew  everything  she  wanted and how to please her. 

He  stood,  moving  closer  to  her,  so  close  that  he  could  bask  in the  heat  rising  from  her  body.  He  reached  out,  tunneling  his fingers  through  her  cropped  hair  to  cradle  her  skull.  He  lowered his head, then hesitated, his lips hovering above hers. 

He closed his eyes, searching within himself for the control he would  require  during  this  encounter.  But  then  he  smelled  the musky  scent  of  her  arousal,  heard  her  panting  breaths,  felt  her warm exhalations caressing his skin, tasted the sweet musk of the sexual pheromones seeping from her skin on his tongue when he inhaled. And after being deprived of physical sensation for so long during  the  incubation  process,  the  sensory  overload  was overwhelming. 

His eyelids flew open in time to witness her tongue darting out to moisten her lower lip. Her breathing quickened. He noted that the  flush  pinkening  her  skin  had  crept  up  from  her  cleavage  to bloom  on  her  neck  and  cheeks.  Her  hands  molded  his  shoulder blades,  kneading  and  stroking  his  skin.  “It"s  been  so  long,”  she murmured. 

And  he  knew  that  she  meant  sex.  Just  as  he  knew  from  the thoughts  spiraling  through  her  mind,  and  the  dilation  of  her pupils,  and  the  scent  of  her  arousal  perfuming  the  air,  that  she wanted him. 

 He  gave  himself  over  to  the  demands  of  the  sexual  energy pulsing about her. He pressed his lips to hers, breathed in the tiny moaning sigh that escaped her parted lips. He licked and suckled, 
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nibbled and teased. 

“Please!” 

He  obeyed  her  command.  To  do  otherwise  would  cause  him pain.  He  thrust  his  tongue  into  her  mouth and  dueled  with  hers. He  swept  her  up  against  his  chest,  cupping  her  ass,  pressing  her flush  against  his  body,  letting  her  feel  the  twin  evidence  of  his desire to please her. 

Her  hands  clutched  his  back.  She  plastered  her  body  against him as if she wanted to crawl inside his skin. She demanded, and Asher gave her everything he had to give. 

When  she  exhaled,  he  drank  her  down,  drawing  her  essence deep inside him. She shuddered in his arms, groaned as if in pain, and  that  animal-like  despairing  sound  jerked  him  from  his  own desires. He sensed her mind shutting down in an effort to protect itself from the maelstrom of needs and wants that roared through her. 

His needs and wants. 

It  took  him  far  too  long  to  process  the  anomaly  and comprehend  that  the  linkage  had  morphed  into  something unnatural,  something  beyond  the  scope  of  his  ancestral knowledge. Even longer to understand what he was doing to her. 

Appalled, he thrust her away from him, but before he could pull back mentally, her mind overloaded. Then all he could sense from her was a spiraling void of blackness that rushed up to claim her. 




Chapter Three 

 

Calista yawned. Phwoar! Was it ever hot in here. 

Her  fatigue-befuddled  brain  fought  the  drowsiness  that  made her  want  to  snuggle  back  down  and  zone  out  for  a  while  longer. She had things to do. Important things. Not that she could recall quite what was so pressing right this moment, but…. She yawned again. And made a concerted effort to slough off the last vestiges of sleep. 

Right. Note to self. Tweak the cabin thermostat and— 

The arm beneath her ribs tightened, pressing her even closer to someone"s  chest.  That  same  someone"s  warm  breath  tickled  the fine hairs at her nape. Something prodded the small of her back. No, two somethings, one at the small of her back and one nestling just above her butt cheeks. 

Hel-lo! Aroused alien male in the bunk. 

Of all the flaming cheek! Calista elbowed him in the nose, and while  he  howled  and  stanched  the  flow  of  blood  with  his  hands, she leaped from the bunk and whirled to confront him. Textbook defensive maneuver. 

At least, that was the  scenario she envisioned inside her  head. In reality, she hadn"t moved a muscle and was still in bed. Trying to fight desire, trying not to be majorly turned on by the thought of those thick, hard cocks and the pleasure they could give her. 

You don’t really want to hurt me, do you? The voice caressed her mind like liquid sateen. 

“I  don"t  really  want  to  hurt  you,”  she  murmured.  Then  bit  her tongue when she realized what she"d said. She fought her way free from  the  haze  of  desire  and  donned  the  sarcastic,  take-no-shit 
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persona that often served her well when dealing with a male of the species who"d decided to play dirty. “Huh! Nice trick. You"d better start  watching  your  back,  egg-boy.  I  don"t  take  well  to  mind-fucks.” 

Egg-boy? 

Laughter  bubbled  through  his  words.  He  appeared  to  be delighted  by  her.  She  had  amused  him.  Golly  gee!  Calista  had finally  discovered  the  reason  for  her  existence—to  provide amusement  for  a  double-dicked  alien  who  was  far  too  good-looking  for  his  own  good.  And  whose,  er,  appendages  made  her think bad, bad thoughts, far too carnal for her peace of mind. 

Heck, he even smelled good! 

And how thoughtful of him to visit the san and sluice off all the eggy  stuff  before  he  hopped  into  the  bunk  with  her.  Not  to mention  stripping  off  her  shipsuit  so  that  she  would  be  more comfortable.  Thoughtfulness  aside,  Calista  was  exhausted,  wrung out from too much stim, and had far more important things that she should be dealing with. But he was so very, very gorgeous, and so obviously willing. And it had been so very long since she"d had real sex. Vibrators and sims didn"t count. 

She  rubbed  her  thighs  together  and  bit  back  a  groan.  Her  sex throbbed and a luscious liquid warmth had pooled in her groin at the  mere  thought  of  taking  him  inside  her.  Oh  yeah,  she  could picture it now. 

Calista mentally slapped herself upside the head  and banished the erotic images from her mind. Before taking on the Agraria run, she  should  have  visited  a  club,  selected  some  brainless  male himbo, and screwed him senseless. But nooo, she had to take the moral  high  ground  and  go  without.  And  now  her  enforced celibacy—which  had  seemed  like  a  stellar  idea  at  the  time, considering the last couple of guys she"d fucked had been complete jerks—had come back to bite her on the ass. Big-time. 

Mmmm.  He  could  bite  her  on  the  ass.  And  then  roll  her  over, 
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part her thighs and lick her— 

 

Gods! She was doing it again! 

Calista suspected she was ill-equipped to cope with any big sexy male right now, let alone this big sexy male. 

I exist to please you. 

“Well, if you really want to please me, you can—” 

Kiss you again. 

She whimpered. “Oh, yes. Yes, please!” 

He pressed his lips to the sensitive skin below her ear, and she melted into a little puddle of girly goo and— 

“Quit  that!  I  can"t  think  at  all  when  you  do  that.”  Calista gathered  herself  to  lunge  from  the  bunk,  but  he  wrapped  her squirming  body  even  tighter  in  his  arms  and  nuzzled  the erogenous  zone  below  her  ear  some  more.  Until  now,  she  hadn"t even realized that area was an erogenous zone. 

His  cocks  nudged  her  buttocks  again.  They  probed  lower,  and lower, and omigosh! positioned themselves just right, so that they nudged both of her sweet spots. They appeared to have a mind of their  own.  And  she  clenched  her  butt  cheeks  and  pressed  her thighs together, denying him entrance, even though it was so very tempting to let her muscles go lax and enjoy everything he had to offer. 

Do  you  really  think  I’m  too  good-looking  for  my  own  good? His tone reeked of smug male. 

Sheesh!  Watch  out,  Universe,  one  gigantic  male  ego  blasting through.  “Yes,  I  do.”  And  boy,  was  Calista  ever  proud  of  how matter-of-fact  and  un-lustful  that  sounded.  “Let  me  go.  Now.  Or I"ll have to hurt you.” 

Your  body  and  your  thoughts  tell  me  one  thing,  but  your spoken  words  say  another.  Which  would  you  have  me  believe, master? 

Master.  All  the  delicious  warmth  leached  from  her  body.  She shivered, chilled by his words. 
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Even though Calista knew it was still practiced in many parts of the galaxy, slavery was a real no-go zone for her. “What"s with this „master"  crap?”  she  demanded.  “I"m  no  one"s  master.  And  you"re no one"s slave.” At least, he wouldn"t be anyone"s slave if she had anything to do with it. And if she was going to live to celebrate her next  birthday  and  ensure  he  didn"t  end  up  as  some  perverted Libertine"s sex-toy, she needed out of this damn bunk and— 

He released her. 

She  scrambled  from  the  bunk  and  whirled  to  face  him.  Never turn your back on an unknown quantity. Her father had taught her that. She backed up until her rump hit the  wall, her body tensed and  combat-ready.  Well,  as  combat-ready  as  a  reeeally  horny naked woman confronting a veritable sex-god could possibly be. 

He  sat  up,  swung  his  legs  to  the  floor  and  speared  his  fingers through his thick mane of fiery auburn hair. Her gaze drifted to his groin.  Damn  her  eyes,  she  couldn"t  help  herself.  She  thought  his cocks  might  only  be  partially  erect,  but  of  course  she  couldn"t  be sure  without  touching  them,  and  squeezing  them,  and  exploring what they were capable of. They reared up between his thighs, the foreskins  retracted  enough  that  their  satiny-slick,  ruddy  heads peeped  out.  And  the  crowning  glory?  A  droplet  of  pre-come  on each tip. 

Sweet  Mother  of  the  Universe  and  Great  Beyond.  What  more could any woman want? 

He  was  one  beautiful  specimen  of  almost-human.  The  best looking  male  Calista  had  laid  eyes  on  in  her  entire  twenty-five years of life. And she"d been around. Well, not around in a sexual sense,  but  around  in  a  visiting-a-myriad-of-bizarre-places  and seeing-things-that"d-make-the-average-woman"s-hair-curl  sense. This  guy  was  pretty  darned  close  to  Calista"s  idea  of  pure masculine perfection. 

Her  desire  to  touch  was  so  strong  that  she  took  a  step  toward him, her hand reaching for— She jerked her arm back. She didn"t 
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know him, didn"t have a clue what he might be capable of. And she wasn"t prepared to risk herself and her ship and everything she"d fought for. Not for sex. Not even for love. 

 

Not ever again. 

I am Phoenixae. 

“Feenix-what?”  The  word  tantalized  her  with  its  familiarity. Perhaps she"d heard it mentioned in some old Earther legend. 

You have not heard of my kind? 

Calista  gathered  her  scattered  wits  and  opened  her  mouth  to inform  him  it  didn"t  matter  what  the  heck  he  claimed  to  be.  He was on her ship and she was boss and— 

You  truly  don’t  understand  the  significance  of  what  I  am  or what has taken place between us, do you? 

The voice—his voice—sounded perplexed, uncertain. 

“What"s to understand?” she asked. And then grimaced because given  her  circumstances,  that  question  was  a  waste  of  oxygen. “Well, okay, there"s plenty about you that I don"t understand but… Aw,  heck!”  She  scrubbed  her  face  with  the  heels  of  her  hands, trying  to  banish  the  images  of  his  perfectly  proportioned, beautifully muscled, naked body from her mind. 

She wasn"t normally such a sap for a good-looking guy. But he wasn"t just any guy. He was extraordinary. He fascinated her. She yearned  to  run  her  hands  over  every  inch  of  him,  to  learn  him, demand to know what he liked and disliked. And she would love to toss  all  good  sense  aside  and  find  out  how  much  stamina  those delectable  cocks  might  have,  how  big  and  hard  they  got  when stimulated, and how much pleasure they could give her. 

Crap! This was not good. She was in sole charge of this ship and could  ill  afford  to  be  distracted.  He  was  like  some  insidious fricking drug. And like all drugs, potentially fatal. 

Drugs. She could sooo do with another hypo of stim about now. It would be worth the risk of overdosing to have a clear head for a few crucial minutes before she collapsed in a drooling mess. What 
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had he said his name was again? Oh yeah. “Asher. Can you do one thing for me?” 

His  anxious  expression  turned  eager,  like  a  child  desperate  to please  its  parent. I  will  do  anything  at  all  for  you,  master. Anything.

The  fervency  of  this  ludicrous  statement,  the  utter  conviction throbbing in his voice and infecting his remarkable eyes, sickened her. She clutched her stomach, struggling not to vomit up her guts. What the hell kind of fucked-up creature was he? 

Given  his  extra  parts,  it  wasn"t  a  stretch  to  envision  him doomed to spend his life catering to the sexual whims of Libertine women—and  men.  Although  Calista  understood  the  needs  they fulfilled, sex-workers were already enough of an ick factor for her, but Asher"s eagerness— 

No. Not eagerness. His need to please her, to “make” her happy. 

It was unnatural. 

Like  Asher  was  unnatural.  From  the  crown  of  his  head  all  the way down his stunningly gorgeous double-dicked body to his toes. A male creature with two lots of sex organs, who believed that his sole purpose in life was to ensure the happiness of others? Nature wasn"t  that  perverted.  Someone  had  to  have  tampered  with  his genetic code. And whoever was responsible needed gelding with a blunt instrument. 

“This  whole  situation  reeks!”  she  wailed,  wincing  when  her voice  bounced  off  the  walls  and  screeched  about  the  small  room like some angry avian. “I wish I knew what the hell was going on with you.” 

 It is simple. I am a slave and I was to be sold. 

The specter of slavery gave her a much-needed slap upside the head.  Self-disgust  washed  through  her.  How  could  she  want  him now,  or  indeed,  ever?  Slaves  were  conditioned  to  do  whatever  it took to survive. They had no will of their own. Their wellbeing and continued  survival  depended  upon  the  whims  of  their  owners.  If 
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she screwed him, used him, she"d be no better than the scum who trafficked  in  slaves.  It  would  be  a  form  of  abuse.  And  no  matter how eager he might be to oblige her, she refused to sink so low. 

 

“You"ve  just,  uh,  hatched.  How  could  you  know  that  you"re destined to be sold?” 

It is the way it has always been for my kind. 

“The way it"s always been?” Calista"s vision crimsoned, washed in a bloody haze of pure fury. She abandoned the relative safety of the wall and took a step toward him. And another. “You say that like  slavery  is  normal.”  She  loomed  over  him,  emphasizing  each word by prodding him in the chest with her finger. “It"s. Fucking. Well. Not!” 

He  cocked  his  head  to  one  side,  apparently  unable  to comprehend why she was so upset. And that made her even more furious.  She  grabbed  him  by  the  shoulders  and  shook  him  hard enough  to  snap  his  head  back  and  forth,  willing  him  to understand. “Slavery is wrong!” 

He  blinked  at  her  passionate  denunciation.  His  hands  covered hers and gently removed them from his shoulders. Keeping hold of her hands, he scooted off the bunk to kneel at her feet. 

Calista willed herself to calm down. No point being pissed with Asher. It wasn"t his fault. None of this was his fault. 

You are angry, master. Tell me what I must do to please you. 

“Get  up.”  She  wrenched  her  hands  from  his  grip  and  backed away.  “Get  up  right  now!  And  don"t  ever  kneel  for  me  again.  Or anyone else, for that matter.” 

He  acknowledged  her  command  by  inclining  his  head  and flowing to his feet, a vision of rippling muscles and drool-worthy male bits and pieces. 

Oh  boy.  She  shook  herself,  mentally  and  physically.  She  was gonna have to quit ogling his gorgeous bod. Because whenever she did, her mind filled with images of pushing him backward onto the bunk and climbing aboard for the ride of her life. It was doing her 
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head in! And it was gonna have to stop. Right now. 

“Can you please talk normally?” she squeaked. “Like, aloud?”  

Her  gaze  skimmed  his  chest,  down  his  flat  muscular  belly, dropped to his groin, then whipped back up to his face. Where it was  safe.  Kind  of.  As  long  as  she  didn"t  lose  herself  in  his mesmerizing lightning-bolt eyes. “Hearing your voice in my head is seriously freaking me out.” Among other things. 

He arched his back and stretched his arms toward the ceiling, a gesture  that  made  her  wonder  if  he  was  blatantly  displaying himself for her. 

If you wish to engage in sexual intercourse, I assure you it will be no hardship for me. 

Calista  closed  her  eyes  against  the  temptation  that  was  Asher. She  sucked  in  a  deep  breath,  counted  to  ten  and  released  it  as slowly  as  she  could.  Only  then  did  she  open  her  eyes  and  spear him with the most no-nonsense expression that she could muster. “So  we"re  on  the  same  page,  Asher,  I"m  not  gonna  fuck  you.  It might appear to you that I want to, but—” 

He hit her with a full-on “come hither” bedroomy gaze that stole her breath away. 

She swallowed, blinking rapidly to try and dispel the aura of sex he so effortlessly exuded. Again. “But it would be wrong to… to… take advantage of you.” Yeah, right. Say it again, Calista. And while you"re repeating it over and over and trying real hard to convince yourself, it might help if you quit ogling his cocks! 

In  desperation,  she  twisted  her  lust  to  anger,  summoning  her intrinsic loathing for those who"d intended Asher to be a slave. “So nothing"s gonna happen between you and me. Understand?” 

As you wish, master. 

“For  the  sake  of  all  fashionable  gods,  will  you  please  speak aloud?  And  while  we"re  at  it,  why  don"t  you  tell  me  what  you"re thinking right now?” 

His eyebrows formed little peaks of astonishment. 
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“Tell me!” 

He  inclined  his  head  and  kept  it  bowed.  “As  you  command, master.” 

His  continued  deference  galled  her.  “Look  at  me.”  Arms akimbo, Calista gave him the glare, the one that had been known to reduce grown men to gibbering cowards. “So you can speak like a normal human being when you want to.” 

“Of course, master.” 

Fatigue  pressed  down  on  her.  She  heaved  a  huge,  exasperated sigh.  “Will  you  quit  with  this  „master"  crap?  If  you  and  me  are gonna get on at all, you have to realize that I"m not your master. We"re  equals.  Well,  except  for  me  being  captain  of  this  ship  and you being, uh, an unexpected guest. And for your information, my name is—” 

“Calista.” 

“Yes.  That"s  right.  My  name  is  Calista.  So  please  use  it. Understand?” 

“Yes, Calista. I understand.” 

Drat.  Having  him  speak  aloud  instead  of  inside  her  head  did nothing  to  dampen  her  reaction  to  his  voice.  His  syrupy-smooth tones rolling through her mind were distraction enough, but now his  spoken  voice  mantled  her  skin  and  sank  into  her  pores  and weakened her knees. 

It was enough to make any grown woman whimper. 

Rather than whimpering, Calista drew on her past experiences and embraced  a great  big bundle of immensely satisfying pissed-offedness.  “So?  What  are  you  thinking  about?  What"s  got  you looking so dumbfounded? What have I done now? Tell me!” 

He  winced  at  her  vehemence.  “You  have  done  nothing.  I  am merely surprised at the depth of the anger you feel on my behalf. And humbled.” 

Now it was her turn to do the whole astonished eyebrow-raising thing. “Duh! Of course I"m angry at the thought of you being sold. 
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Slavery is  a disgusting practice that is  perpetuated by a bunch of depraved  sub-human  animals.”  She  spat  the  last  word  at  him. Because  she  had  firsthand  knowledge  of  how  very  depraved  and sub-human  slavers  could  be.  “If  I  had  my  way,  anyone  caught selling sentient beings would be strung up by their heels and left for  those  they"d  sold  to  have  at  them.  I"m  telling  you  right  now, Asher, that you"ll be auctioned off and sold over my dead body! Is that quite clear?” 

The purity of the joy lighting his face smacked her like a blow to the head from an unseen opponent, shutting down her capacity for rational thought. 

“I am indeed privileged to be yours,” he said. 

His  voice  was  rich  as  cocoa  mousse,  enticing  and  oh-so-tempting, begging her to indulge. 

Calista  shook  herself  to  slough  off  the  hypnotic  effect  of  his overwhelming  sensuality.  She  scrubbed  her  face  with  her  hands and  tunneled  her  fingers  through  her  hair,  tugging  on  the  ends. “What do you mean by this „I"m yours" crap? Can"t you understand that  you"re  a  free  man?  Gods!”  She  counted  to  ten  under  her breath. Again. “Look,  Asher, I don"t have the foggiest clue what"s going on with you and—” 

“Have you ever heard of „imprinting", Calista?” 

She  racked  what  was  left  of  her  stim-addled,  sleep-deprived, lust-ridden  brains.  “Imprinting?  You  mean,  like  the  baby ducklings some of the old Earther histories mention?” 

“Duck-lings?”  Now  it  was  his  turn  to  frown.  Which  made  him look rather studious and even sexier. If that was at all inhumanly possible. 

He"d  failed  to  get  a  clear  picture  from  her  mind.  No  surprises there.  She"d  never  in  her  life  seen  a  picture  of  a  duckling.  She"d only read about them on one of the old digi-pedia screens that the DGEs,  Descendents  of  the  Glorious  Earthers,  had  restored  and maintained  for  the  enlightenment  of  their  senior  members,  of 
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which her mother had been one. 

 

She  flapped  a  hand  at  him.  “Doesn"t  matter  what  manner  of creatures  they  were.  But  from  what  I  recall,  a  duckling  would imprint on the first living creature it saw when it hatched. Usually it  was  the  mother  duck,  so  no  problems.  But  sometimes  it  was another creature, or even a human, and—” 

“Precisely,”  he  said,  his  grin  smacking  of  pride  that  she  had grasped his meaning. 

Except she hadn"t. She was still clueless. “Precisely?” 

“I"ve imprinted you.” 




Chapter Four 

 

The implications of that statement were akin to a real doozey of a sucker punch right in her gut. Calista staggered back and sagged against the wall. Her knees gave out, and she slid down until her butt hit the floor. 

“I am yours,” Asher said. 

“You gotta be kidding me.” Imprinting? No way! 

Hang  on….  She  recalled  the  pain  that  had  flared  in  her  head shortly after Asher hatched. It happened when he first opened his eyes and spotted her. Had that been when he did this imprinting thing? 

“Imprinting  is  the  process  you  initiated  the  instant  you  laid hands  on  my  egg  and  I  sensed  your  presence.  That  pain  you  felt was  a  psychic  probe,  which  allowed  me  to  form  a  mental  bond with  you.”  He  ducked  his  head,  as  if  in  shame.  “I  beg  your forgiveness for causing you such pain, but it was necessary if I am to serve you as I should.” 

“Necessary?” 

The  sharpness  of  her  tone  dragged  his  gaze  back  to  hers.  “I must form a mental bond with my master so that I may know how best to please him or her. And from that moment on, for my own sake, I must do anything in my power to make my master happy. To make you happy.” 

“Anything?” Her voice was a mere squeak. 

“Anything and everything.” He favored her with such a glorious smile  that  one  could  be  forgiven  for  imagining  he"d  just  won  an Imperium Sweepstake instead of being born into slavery. 

Calista  struggled  to  make  sense  of  it  all.  And  something  he"d 
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said, the careful phrasing, stuck in her mind. “You said, „for your own  sake."  So,  what  happens  if  you  don"t?  Make  me  happy,  I mean?” 

 

He  stared  at  her.  And  as  she  watched  through  narrowed  eyes, his  features  blanked  and  his  expressive  eyes  became  veiled  and wary. 

Spidery  unease  crawled  over  her  skin.  And  even  though  she refused to be his master in the way he wanted, she demanded the truth. “Tell me.” 

“I hurt,” he said. 

She swallowed bile, clapped a hand over her mouth so that she wouldn"t  retch.  Oh,  gods.  Breathe,  Calista.  Just  breathe.  In  and out. In and out. Atta girl. 

She didn"t want to ask, but she had to. “And how bad does this hurting get? Minor cut to the finger that stings when you stick it in water  kind  of  hurt?  Or  scream  out  loud  and  wanna  puke  kind  of hurt?” 

“It can be… rather painful.” 

She dry heaved. 

He snatched  her from the floor and got her  to the san  in time for her to vomit the contents of her stomach into the waste unit. 

When she"d finished tossing her cookies, she propped herself up between  the  unit  and  the  wall.  Asher  dampened  a  washcloth.  He coaxed  her  from  her  refuge  and  pulled  her  onto  his  lap  to  bathe her face. She felt so darned wretched that she gave in to her aching need to be held and let him baby her. And tried her darnedest to forget he was naked, and that she was practically sitting atop his cocks. 

Gods, she"d hit a record low. One minute she was vomiting her guts because she was so horrified by his predicament, and the next she  was  imagining  jumping  his  bones.  Swiveling  so  that  she  was astride him, positioning herself so she could sink slowly onto those big,  hard  shafts  of  flesh  until  he  was  seated  to  both  sets  of  balls. 
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Frick! She was truly depraved. 

“Are you recovered?” he asked. 

“Yes.  Thanks.”  If  you  don"t  count  the  x-rated-and-then-some visuals. 

The  chill  of  the  washcloth  had  cleared  away  some  of  the  fuzz, allowing her brain to function properly again. “Asher, how do you know  all  this?  You"ve  just  hatched,  so  how  can  you  know  about this  imprinting  stuff?  And  how  can  you  know  it  hurts  you  if  you don"t make me happy?” 

He  brushed  his  lips  against  her  forehead.  Desire  thrummed through her body, and she tried not to sob aloud. “I know because I  am  born  with  all  the  memories  and  knowledge  of  all  my  kind. And I know about the pain because I have already experienced it.” 

She batted away his soothing hands and craned her neck to look up at him. His words had been matter-of-fact, and his face was set in  an  expression  she  could  only  describe  as  gentle,  like  a  parent conveying  an  unpleasant  truth  to  a  child.  “You  have?  Granted,  I haven"t been thrilled to bits since I left Agraria, but I haven"t been that  miserable,  either.”  She  swallowed,  her  mind  whirling  as  she tried to analyze how she"d been feeling, when she"d been feeling it, and for how long. 

He took pity on her. “For one reason or another, you have been most distressed ever since we bonded.” 

Calista"s jaw sagged. “You"ve been—? All this time you"ve been in pain? Because of me? That"s terrible!” 

Again he gave her that gentle, you"re-not-gonna-like-this-much smile. “You have so much anger and pain locked away inside you, Calista.  I  must  help  you  ease  that  anger  so  that  you  can  know happiness.” 

“You poor bastard,” she blurted, horrified by his revelation. And even  more  horrified  by  her  own  reality  and  what  that  would ultimately  mean  for  him.  “I  can"t  even  remember  the  last  time  I was truly happy.” 
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He thumbed away a tear from her cheek. “Please don"t cry.” 

She  hadn"t  realized  she  was  crying.  She  gazed  at  his  beautiful face,  trying  to  gauge  how  her  misery  was  affecting  him.  He  gave her blank, perfectly composed features. Too blank, too composed. “Shit! How bad does it hurt?” 

“It is bearable. Do not concern yourself.” 

“I"m sorry!” 

His brow creased. Only a little, but she spotted the gesture. And now she knew the cause. 

Pain. Inflicted upon him by her. 

She  heaved  a  shaky,  determined  sigh.  Think  happy  thoughts, Calista. Concentrate! 

She  squeezed  her  eyelids  shut  and  tried  to  think  of  something pleasurable. But for her, happiness and pleasure had always been trumped  by  betrayal  and  loss.  The  happy  times  now  seemed unreal, like dreams she conjured to escape from reality. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn"t coax them to the surface and own them. Not even for Asher. 

“This  sucks!”  she  moaned,  her  failure  contributing  to  her wretchedness.  “Do  you  have  any  idea  how  hard  it  is  to  turn  on happiness at the drop of a hat? This is way beyond cruel!” 

He  shrugged.  “It"s  life.  It"s  my  reality.  There"s  no  point  railing against what cannot be changed.” 

Her  misery  increased  tenfold  in  the  face  of  his  placid acceptance.  “I"ll  try  to  be  happy.  I"ll  try  not  to  hurt  you,  Asher.  I promise!” 

He stroked her hair and pressed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “I  know.  I  knew  as  soon  as  I  probed  your  mind  what  kind  of person  you  are.  Please  believe  me,  Calista,  if  I"d  had  a  choice  I would  not  have  imprinted  you.  But  you  were  the  sole  sentient being present when I hatched.” 

He wouldn"t have chosen her if he"d had a choice? That stung. It shouldn"t have. She barely knew him! But it stung all the same. 
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His  hand  cupped  her  chin,  tilting  her  face  upward  so  that  she could no longer hide from him. Not that she could hide, given his ability to rummage around in her private thoughts. 

“You misunderstand me,” he said. “I would not have chosen to imprint another because I do not desire you or believe that you are lacking.” 

Hearing him say that felt unbelievably good. For an entire five seconds, until he elaborated. 

“I know that you would not willingly cause me pain and yet, by your very nature, you will not be able to do otherwise.” 

By her very nature? What the heck did he mean by that? 

“Forgive me, Calista. I did not intend for you to question your self-worth.  I  would  not  have  imprinted  you  because  I  would  not have you suffer whenever you hurt me. You have suffered enough.” 

Asher"s  compassion  fueled  her  guilt  and  growing  anger  at  the mess  she"d  gotten  herself  into.  And  the  more  those  feelings burgeoned and grew, the more pain she caused him. 

He hid it well, but she glimpsed it in the tightness beneath his eyes, the set of his jaw. Grooves etched the previously smooth and unmarred  skin  beside  his  mouth.  And  as  much  as  she  loathed those who"d engineered Asher and intended to sell him as a slave, she  loathed  herself  more  because  right  now,  she  was  the  one directly responsible for his pain. 

“I  don"t  know  how  to  stop  hurting  you.  Help  me,  Asher.  Help me to stop hurting you!” 

“It"s quite simple,” he said. “All I must do is make you happy.” 

“But—” 

“And  making  you  happy  is  also  very  simple,  Calista.”  Cupping her chin between his warm hands, he tilted her face and kissed her again. 

She  was  drowning  in  sensation,  drowning  in  him.  The intoxicating  scent  of  his  body,  the  warmth  of  his  skin,  the underlying  strength  of  the  hands  that  held  her  face  with  such 
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tender  care  that  her  eyes  welled  with  tears.  His  lips  were  soft, coaxing.  She  felt  cherished,  loved.  She  sighed  into  his  mouth, surrendered and opened her lips to him. 

 

He  gave  her  what  she  wanted.  His  kiss  turned  hard  and demanding.  His  tongue  thrust  into  her  mouth.  With  each  thrust, Calista felt the fluttering tightness of her vaginal and anal muscles as though he"d entered her and now fucked her with his cocks. She clenched her inner muscles around those phantom invasions. Her nipples  puckered,  tightening  to  hard  little  nubs,  and  her  breasts felt  heavy,  flushed  with  heat.  The  moisture  of  sexual  satiation dampened her thighs, and she gasped, her back arching, body taut and quivering as she came. 

And still he kissed her. 

When he came up for air, she lay quiescent in his arms, drained of all her impotent fury on his behalf. Drained, too, of the last of her energy reserves. 

“You"ve got to stop doing that,” she whispered. 

“But it is what you want, Calista.” 

“What  I  think  I  want  and  what  I  need  aren"t  necessarily  the same thing.” She heaved a shaky sigh. “How am I gonna get us out of this mess if my brain"s not functioning to full capacity and I"m too exhausted to move?” 

He rose to his feet as  effortlessly as  if he  didn"t have her dead weight  in  his  arms.  “You  need  sleep.  The  imprinting  process  is physically and mentally challenging, and you had already pushed yourself to exhaustion. Rest and awake refreshed.” 

Exhaustion descended, enfolding her like a shroud. Her eyelids drifted closed, 

And  popped  open  again.  “Can"t  sleep.  Got  to  reconstruct  your crate. Come up with a plan!” 

“Sleep, Calista.” 

“Got to—” 

“Sleep.” 
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“Can"t let them know what I"ve done. Can"t let them know about you.” 

Sleep, Calista. 

“Can"t  let  them  take  you.  Can"t.”  She  fought  the  sleep compulsion,  but  she"d  been  running  on  empty  for  too  long.  And Asher was too strong for her to resist. 




Chapter Five 

 

Shrilling  klaxons  tumbled  Calista  from  her  bunk.  She  hauled herself upright, shook off the last vestiges of sleep and lunged for the door. And realized she was naked. 

“Bollocks!” She grabbed a shipsuit from her locker, shoved her legs  into  it  and  sprinted  for  the  bridge,  hauling  the  suit  up  and fastening it as she ran. 

Her hands were already slapping at the keys as she slid into her seat. She verbally demanded a full status report while she buckled herself  into  the  chair"s  g-webbing.  “Come  on,  come  on,  what"s taking so long?” She was about to whack her fists on the console when the report flashed on screen. 

Relief  flooded  her.  She  hadn"t  screwed  up. Doppelganger  was still  on  course.  She  wasn"t  about  to  smack  into  some  nearby planet, and she hadn"t strayed into an uncharted asteroid belt. Nor was she about to collide with some burned out derelict drifting in space. 

The  bugger  of  it  was,  that  left  only  one  thing  that  could  have triggered the sniffer probe alarms. Particle emissions from— 

A  ship  materialized  from  hyperspace  to  loom  large  in Doppelganger’s viewers. 

Calista flinched back against her seat, her heart pounding. That. Was.  Too.  Fucking.  Close.  The  ship"s  nav  was  either  a  complete idiot or very, very good. Given her experiences aboard her father"s ship, Calista suspected the latter, which made her even more antsy about this unexpected encounter. 

The newcomer"s hull was pockmarked with evidence of previous battles,  confirming  that  Calista  now  faced  a  wily  adversary.  She 
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squinted  at  the  call-sign  etched  on  the  blunt  snout  and  ran  it through an Imp database that she"d hacked. 

Huh. Unregistered. Not Imp then. Which meant that a certain pretty-boy  Agrarian  warehouse  dispatcher  must  have  been  in cahoots with a crew of illegals. Gods knew how they"d tracked her, but  Calista  had  more  pressing  matters  to  concern  herself  with. Doppelganger’s  scanners  merely  confirmed  what  she  already knew. Their targ had locked on to her ship. 

She  toyed  with  the  idea  of  blasting  the  intruder  in  hopes  of inflicting some major damage before it retaliated in kind. Calista"s ship  might  have  appeared  to  be  a  standard  compact  courier, loaded  with  the  bare  minimum  of  defensive  weapons,  but  she wasn"t  called Doppelganger  for  nothing.  Calista  had  some  pretty hefty offensive weapons at her fingertips. Right now, she itched to use them. 

Gut  instinct  stayed  her  more  bloodthirsty  inclinations. Something  told  her  that  this  ship  was  also  a Doppelganger.  Its outer shell might look worn and beat-up, but Calista was prepared to bet her right hand that she was bristling with the latest weapons tech. 

Firing on her was a last resort. Speed and deceit were the best options. 

Asher  was  nowhere  to  be  seen.  Lucky  for  him,  because  if  he made  an  appearance,  she  would  be  hard  pressed  not  to  kick  his sculpted backside for zapping her with that sleepy-spell. 

 “Calista.  Baby.”  A  familiar  voice  boomed  from  the  speakers. “Long time no hear.” 

Her gut clenched and shock chilled the blood pounding through her veins. Crap. Just her bloody luck. She would rather face a fleet of Imp battle cruisers than this particular man. Little wonder he"d been the one to track her down. He knew far too much about how she  operated.  And  the  lengths  that  she  would  go  to  if  she  felt threatened. 
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She  sucked  in  a  deep  breath,  composed  her  features  into something resembling cheery unconcern, and  brought up him on visual. “Nate. Darling. So nice of you to drop by for a chat.” 

He"d  replaced  his  eye  with  a  prosthetic  device  and  must  have forked  out  a  small  fortune  for  top-of-the-line  dermal  grafts. Anyone  who  didn"t  know  him  prior  to  his  “accident”  wouldn"t suspect that his face had been horribly mutilated. 

Damn  her  soft  heart.  She  really  should  have  killed  him  when she"d had the chance. 

“Looking good, darling,” she cooed. 

His lips thinned ever so slightly. “You, too, baby.” 

Calista  dredged  up  a  credible  laugh.  “Liar.  I"ve  hardly  slept  in two days and I look like something a domesticated feline creature dragged in.” 

A  smile  tugged  the  corners  of  his  mouth.  “That"s  my  Calista. Completely unaware of her charms.” 

Huh.  My  Calista,  my  ass.  She  would  never  be  his  again.  She would  rather  mate  with  one  of  those  six-foot-long  tape-worm things someone had discovered in one of Agraria"s effluent tanks. 

Keeping her gaze on the screen, with one hand she keyed in co-ordinates  for  a  hyperjump  that  she  wasn"t  even  certain Doppelganger’s  hull  integrity  could  withstand,  let  alone  a  couple of fragile humanoid types. She rested her other hand lightly over the thrusters. “I"m terribly sorry, darling, but I"m a bit pressed for time right now. You know, delivery schedules to meet, a pathetic existence to scratch out, blah blah blah. How „bout we meet up at Merlotte"s in a week or three? You can buy me a drink, and we"ll catch up on old times.” 

Nate"s attempt at a sexy chuckle goosed her skin. And not in a good way. Not like it used to. Nate"s voice had once had the power to weaken her knees, make her wet for him, willing to do whatever he wanted. Now it reawakened vast anger and a burning desire to transport  onto  his  ship,  rip  off  his  balls  and  stuff  them  down  his 
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deceitful throat. 

Ever since he"d sold her to pay off his debts, he tended to have that effect on her. 

“Baby,” he said, “we"re gonna have plenty of time to catch up. I promise.” 

And that had all the hallmarks of a threat, not a promise. “What do you want, Nate?” 

“Why, you, of course. You"re my wife. I miss you.” 

“Ex-wife.  I  couriered  you  a  copy  of  the  official  dissolution, remember?” 

“That old official dissolution?” He snapped his fingers. “I could make it disappear so things could go back to the way they were.” 

Calista  huffed  a  sigh.  “Gosh  darnit,  Nate,  it"s  such  a  tempting offer  that  I  can  barely  control  my  joy.  But  you  and  I  are  both reasonably  intelligent  adults,  right?  So  we  know  that  things  can never  go  back  to  the  way  they  were  between  us.  You  would  only end up dead and I would be on the run from your cronies. And as much as I wouldn"t mourn the former, the latter doesn"t figure in my future plans.” 

“Baby,  you  haven"t  changed  a  bit.  I"ve  always  loved  these  cute little fantasies you have about your capabilities.” 

Asshole. She"d been his equal in every way and he knew it. “Cut the crap. You want what you think I"m carrying. Why?” 

That husky little chuckle again. With a sharper edge, this time. “Because it"s worth more credits than I could earn in a decade of smuggling.  Sorry  it  has  to  be  at  your  expense,  but  credits  are credits. You understand, don"t you, baby?” 

“Aw, don"t be sorry, Nate. You"re living up to my extremely low expectations  of  you.  Again.  Nice  to  know  some  things  never change.” 

A blinking light distracted her. Someone had accessed the cargo hold. 

Asher! 
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With  extreme  effort,  Calista  buried  the  hope  flowering  in  her heart so that it didn"t show on her face. Could Asher even now be delving  into  her  mind  and  reading  her  intentions?  She  freaking hoped  so.  But  just  in  case,  she  toggled  open  the  cargo  hold"s internal communications speaker so he would be able to listen in on the conversation. She hoped he would comprehend their peril, hoped  that  he  was  even  now  re-welding  the  side  back  into  the crate and preparing to ditch the cursed thing. 

Provided  that  Asher  was  smart  enough  to  space  his  crate  and wasn"t  intending  to  do  something  insanely  noble  like  space himself,  they  might  yet  escape  this  trap  in  one  piece.  Calista intended to gamble their lives on the hope Nate was still a greedy bastard,  that  regardless  of  what  she"d  done  to  him,  his  first instincts would be to go after the cargo and see it safe aboard his ship before he came after her. 

Asher needed more time to do whatever it was he was intending to do, so Calista manned up for a prolonged battle of wits with her ex-husband. 

“What do you want, Nate? Spell it out to me so that there"s no chance  I"ll  misunderstand.  Yanno,  me  being  a  mere  female  and all.” 

“I"m  gonna  send  over  a  few  of  my  crew  to  take  that  cargo  off your hands before it gets you into any more trouble.” 

“Oh? And what cargo would that be?” 

“The Imp cargo you picked up on smelly old Agraria, of course.” 

“Gosh.”  Calista  batted  her  eyelashes  at  his  image.  “This  cargo you"re so obsessed with must be worth a heap of credits if you feel the  need  to  jump  all  over  space  to  track  down  little  old  me.  Pity that  the  sole  Agrarian  cargo  I"m  carrying  is  a  crate  of  dried foodstuffs. Sorry, darling, but I do believe you"ve been sold some bad  info.  Goodness  me,  it"s  not  at  all  like  you  to  fall  for  a  scam. Must be old age creeping up on you.” 

 “You"re pretty good, baby. In fact, I"m astonished I caught you 
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this  quick.  What  happened?  Stim  finally  got  to  you?”  Reluctant admiration for her stamina gleamed in Nate"s eyes. He knew how far  Calista  could  push  herself.  When  they"d  been  together,  he"d been the one who cleaned her up and put her back together after she exceeded her physical limits and finally crashed. 

She  shrugged  and  made  a  moue.  “Okay,  let"s  suppose—for  old time"s sake—that I do have something you want. Then what?” 

“Then you"re gonna accompany my crew back to my ship so we can all have us a bit of a reunion.” 

Like  that  was  ever  gonna  happen.  “Over  my  dead  body,”  she said, smiling for all she was worth. 

“Tempting,” he shot back. 

She was getting to him. Excellent. Calista tapped her forefinger on her lower lip. And just to be a real bitch, drew her finger into her mouth and suckled it. 

Nate"s gaze tracked her movements, and he shifted in his seat. She would bet that right now, he had a hard-on the size of one of those spicy synth-protein sticks he liked so much. 

“Here"s  an idea,” she said when the  skin-crawling sensation of his hot gaze had seared away her pleasure in making him squirm. “Why  don"t  you  come  on  over  here?  You,  all  on  your  lonesome. We"ll  settle  our  differences  one  on  one.  Winner  takes  the  cargo. Loser gets his sorry ass kicked back to his ugly damn ship.” 

Nate  threw  back  his  head  and  laughed  long  and  loud.  Then rubbed  salt  in  her  wounds  by  rolling  his  eyes.  She  curled  her hands into fists. Bastard! If he thought she"d damaged him during their  last  encounter,  he"d  be  stunned  to  find  out  what  else  she could do to him given the chance. 

He shut off his mirth like he"d flicked some internal switch and turned his full attention on her again. “Baby, tempting as holding you down and having my wicked way with your luscious little body is, I haven"t got time to piss around. My window of opportunity is too short.” 
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 “Oh? You"re so sure that you would win, huh?” 

 “You wouldn"t stand a chance against me.” 

Arrogant  prick.  “I  wouldn"t  be  so  sure  if  I  were  you,  darling.  I beat  you  once,  remember?  Or  did  our  last  little  encounter scramble your brains as well as your face?” 

His  snarl  was  oh  so  terribly  gratifying.  Calista  might  have  felt ashamed  if  she"d  given  a  shit.  “And  speaking  of  scrambling things,”  she  drawled,  examining  her  nails,  “I  gotta  admit, scrambled is far superior to soft-boiled.” She looked him in the eye again, unable to resist watching his expression. “Delicious, in fact.” 

It took a minute before he made the connection. And when he did,  his  jaw  sagged  and  his  fake  tan  turned  a  rather  interesting shade of puce. “You fucking didn"t!” 

She  cocked  an  eyebrow.  “You  know  me,  Nate.  No  way  am  I gonna  transport  cargo  unless  I  know  precisely  what  it  is.”  A blinking  red  light  on  her  console  informed  her  that Doppelganger’s  airlock  had  been  accessed.  And  a  glance  at  the life-support  scanners  told  her  Asher  hadn"t  been  a  dumbass  and chosen to sacrifice himself. He"d done exactly as she"d hoped. He"d really come through for her. 

Nate  muttered  something  and  sucked  in  a  deep  breath  which inflated  his  impressively  muscled  chest.  “Quit  fucking  around, Calista. Are you gonna be sensible and give up the damn crate or am I gonna have to take it from you?” 

The  airlock  indicator  light  blinked  green.  “Hmmm.  Let  me think.”  Calista  tracked  the  slowly  rotating  crate  that  Asher  had spaced for a couple of seconds. “I choose option number three.” 

“Option three?” One of Nate"s crew tapped him on the shoulder and  whispered  in  his  ear.  His  gaze  widened  and  his  handsome features  scrunched  with  disbelief  and  then  with  fury.  “Calista, what the fuck—?” 

“Suck  on  this,  you  money-grubbing  prick.”  She  punched  in  a code. Doppelganger  began  transmitting  a  barrage  of  particle 
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noise, disrupting all Nate"s ship"s comms and sensors. It was only good for close range and wouldn"t last more than a minute before his computers unscrambled the chaos and made sense of it again, but it would be long enough for her to vamoose. Hopefully. If she really was as good as she believed she was. 

“Asher! If you"re listening, strap yourself to something and hold on  tight!  You"ve  got  twenty  seconds  max  before  we  jump.”  She slammed  the  thrusters  to  full  boost.  She  ignored  the  acid  fear eating  away  at  her  innards  because  she  couldn"t  afford  to  worry about  him,  didn"t  even  know  why  she  felt  such  deep  concern  for him. 

She  wrenched Doppelganger  around  and  dove  beneath  Nate"s ship. 

The  edges  of  her  vision  fuzzed  and  her  limbs  became  so weighted  by  the  increased  g-forces  that  she  could  barely  move. Her  facial  skin  stretched  tight  across  her  skull,  and  her  eyeballs felt like they were bulging from their sockets. 

Doppelganger’s hull creaked and groaned with stress. 

Hang in there, girl! 

Scans  showed  Nate  had  her  back  on  targ.  Huh.  She"d underestimated him. Revenge had won out after all. 

Calista launched her ship into the jump. She couldn"t pry open her  mouth  to  scream,  but  her  mental  shout was  so  loud  that  her skull and eardrums ached. 

**** 

Calista"s  warning  bloomed  in  his  brain,  and  Asher  instantly reacted.  Even  so,  as  he  leaped  for  the  nearest  cargo  nets,  the increased g  almost  shoved  him  to  the  floor.  His  muscles  burned, and his limbs were heavy and  clumsy as he  gripped the nets and hauled  himself  upward.  He  thrust  his  legs  through  the  too-small holes  in  the  mesh  and  tunneled  his  arms  and  wrists  through multiple holes, ignoring the flares of pain as the harsh coating that preserved the webbing scraped off layers of his skin. 
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He  hadn"t  had  time  to  punch  the  controls  to  tighten  the  cargo webbing,  and  he  knew  that  his  precautions  were  inadequate. However, the severity of the injuries he would sustain and the high likelihood  he  would  not  survive  them  was  not  his  main  concern right  now.  Death  could  be  overcome,  provided  Calista  survived this  risky  jump.  Provided  that  not  too  much  time  elapsed  before she came looking for him. Provided that he could convince her to do what needed to be done. 

The  cargo  nets  shivered  and  then  jerked  into  motion.  In  mere seconds, they gained enough momentum that they swayed close to the supports. Asher hung in the webbing like an insect caught in a web and clinically pondered how long it would take him to die. 

The  first  slap  of  his  flesh  against  unyielding  metal  was  but  a glancing  blow.  The  second  smacked  him  so  hard  that  the  pain stole his breath. A good thing, for then Calista would not hear him scream and be tempted to risk her life to help him. 

He  concentrated  on  his  mental  link  with  her.  She  became  his entire focus, his lifeline, the reason he was able to clamp his jaws together  and  remain  mute  when  the  brutal  third  blow  cracked  a rib. 

He  clutched  her  psyche  to  him,  submerging  the  unbearable agony of his own reality in hers. He ignored the obscene popping sound that his joints made as they succumbed to the horrendous gravitational  forces  and  dislocated.  He  latched  onto  Calista"s roiling, disjointed thoughts and emotions, her replayed visions of the past. Images of her mother, the man who"d fathered her, and Nate, her first lover, the man she"d once loved. She relived Nate"s betrayal,  and  as  love  turned  to  anguish  and  horror  and  finally, hatred, Asher mourned for her. And vowed to do everything in his power to make her happy. 

Then Calista"s wayward thoughts turned to him. 

Seeing himself through her eyes was a revelation. And for a man bred as a slave, a gift beyond price. 
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He  held  onto  her  for as  long  as  he  was  able.  And  when  the gs became too much for even his resilient master to bear and Calista succumbed  to  unconsciousness,  only  then  did  Asher  give  his suffering  a  voice.  He  screamed  as  his  battered  body  hit  the supports  over  and  over  again,  fracturing  bones  and  pummeling internal organs until they ruptured and bled out into his stomach cavity. 

His screams ceased when blood flooded into his mouth, choking him to silence. And it took a lifetime for his suffering to end. 




Chapter Six 

 

Someone groaned. 

It took awhile for Calista to realize that the sound issued from her own mouth. 

She was alive. The gods she steadfastly refused to believe in had smiled upon her. 

She"d  programmed Doppelganger’s  boosters  to  cut  out  after  a preset  time  period,  thus  reducing g  and,  provided  she  hadn"t irreparably  damaged  anything  crucial,  allowing  her  to  recover consciousness  if  she  blacked  out—a  frequent  side  effect  of sustained g. And although her head throbbed fit to burst and her body  felt  like  it  had  been  pulverized  by  a  junkyard  crusher,  she was  alive.  Which  beat  the  hell  out  of  being  dead.  Though,  in  her more  morbid  moments,  she  wasn"t  so  sure  that  dying  wouldn"t solve a whole heap of her problems. 

She  stretched  out  abused  muscles  and  groaned  again.  The  g-webbing had done its job and pinned her safely to her chair, so she had no shattered or dislocated limbs to endure this time. 

Scans  informed  her  that Doppelganger’s  hull  integrity  hadn"t been  compromised.  A  few  tense  moments  more,  and  Calista  had confirmed that her ship was in good shape. Even better, so far as she  was  concerned,  the  scans  confirmed  she  was  all  on  her lonesome in this little part of the galaxy. The day sure was looking up. 

She sucked in a deep, relieved breath, and her brain ramped up a  few  notches.  The  recollection  of  why  she"d  taken  such  drastic action  in  the  first  place  smacked  her  upside  the  head.  As  did  a vivid image of who she"d been trying to protect. 
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Ohgodsohgodsohgods.  “Asher!”  Her  fingers  flew  over  the console,  checking  each  section"s  stats  for  life-signs.  There!  In  the cargo hold, so faint it would be easy to miss them. 

“Asher!” she bellowed into the intercom. “Answer me!” 

No answer. Not even a hint of a moan. 

Not good. 

“Crap!”  She  instructed  her  shrieking  brain  not  to  panic, murmuring  the  words  over  and  over  like  a  mantra.  Asher  was more  alien  than  human,  so  perhaps  her  scanners  weren"t calibrated finely enough to accurately detect his vitals. 

Deep down in her soul, she knew she was kidding herself. Her scanners  were  accurate—she"d  calibrated  them  herself—and  all manner  of  aliens,  humanoid  and  otherwise,  registered  on  her equipment.  But  she  couldn"t  face  the  truth.  She  couldn"t  bear  to accept the blame. Not yet. 

She  smacked  the  belt  release,  shrugged  out  of  the  g-webbing, lunged for the door and promptly keeled over in a sprawling heap of arms and legs. 

“Dammit!”  She  crawled  to  the  doorway  and  hauled  herself  to her feet, willing her rubbery limbs to hold her upright. 

The  bridge  doors  dilated,  belching  her  into  the  corridor. Doppelganger’s corridors were narrow enough that she could stick both  arms  out  and  brace  herself  on  the  walls  either  side.  She lurched  as  quickly  as  her  pathetic,  weak  body  could  manage, toward the elevator to the lower deck. 

“Please let him be alive. Please!” The echoes of her sobs chased her into the cargo hold. 

The  first  thing  she  spotted  as  she  gazed  about  the  still,  silent room  were  the  shattered  remains  of  a  plas-welder  scattered against  a  wall.  She  pressed  a  hand  to  her  lips,  swallowing  bile, imagining  the  damage  g-forces  could  do  to  an  improperly restrained human body. Or a not-entirely-human one. 

Her  gaze  skittered  over  the  maze  of  floor-to-ceiling  supports 
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festooned with drooping skeins of cargo mesh. She didn"t expect to see  pale  human  flesh  amongst  the  neon  orange  nets,  so  she"d turned  away  before  her  brain  could  interpret  the  horror  of  what she"d seen. 

 

She  whirled,  gaze  snapping  back  and  seeing,  truly  seeing,  this time. 

“Oh gods!” She stumbled toward the supports, hands fluttering uselessly before her, mouth stretched in a despairing wail. 

As she neared him, she could see that he"d tried to wrap himself in  the  mesh—a  good  idea  if  he"d  had  enough  time  to  adequately secure  himself.  But  he  hadn"t.  She  hadn"t  given  him  enough warning. She hadn"t given him enough time. 

Asher"s  limbs  had  been  wrenched  outward  and  his  joints dislocated  by  immense  forces  and  pressure  that  the  human  body was not designed to withstand unaided. Deprived of the means to hold on to anything—even if he"d been physically strong enough to hold on—he"d been unable to save himself. And she was to blame. 

“Asher!”  She  untangled  him  from  the  mess,  urgency overcoming the need to be careful that she didn"t inflict still more injuries  upon  him.  Perhaps  some  part  of  her  knew  that  anything she did that might hurt him and worsen his injuries didn"t matter anymore. Because he was already dying. 

“Asher, can you hear me?” 

The merest hint of a breath sighed from between his slack lips as she took his full weight and lowered him  to the floor. His lips and his skin were blue-tinged, cyanotic. One side of his chest was now grossly deformed, and she suspected that some of his ribs had staved and pierced his lungs. 

Cursing  herself  for  not  grabbing  a  medi-scanner  from  sickbay, she  put  her  ear  against  his  chest.  She  listened  intently,  trying  to discern whether he might have a collapsed lung, but there was no further breathing to listen to. 

She clamped her lips over his and tried to resuscitate him, but 
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her efforts were useless. He was dead. 

“Asher.” Her tears plopped onto his bruised and bloodied chest. 

Calista. Listen to me. 

“Asher?” She jerked upright to stare at his slack-jawed face. “I thought you were dead!” 

I am. 

She  grabbed  him  by  the  shoulders  and  shook  him  hard, heedless  of  his  injuries.  “Quit  messing  with  me!  How  can  you  be dead if I can hear you prattling nonsense inside my head?” 

Calista, listen to me. Please! 

His shout resounded so loudly in her skull that she whimpered and released him to clap her hands over her ears. 

This body has perished. It cannot be revived. All that remains is my essence—what you might call my soul—and eventually, that too will begin to decay, just as this body will decay. 

She  stared  at  him,  willing  him  to  breathe,  willing  him  to open his eyes and smile at her, willing him to confess that this was all his  idea  of  a  cruel  joke.  She  wanted  him  to  give  her  a  reason  to hope that if she got him back to sickbay, a scan would diagnose his injuries and the cybernetic medi-probes would mend him and put him back together. Make him whole again. 

Unlike her. 

Calista would never be whole again, never be free from the guilt of what she"d done to him. 

She pressed fingers to the carotid artery in his throat. No pulse. She  checked  his  wrist,  too,  because  she  needed  to  be  certain. Nothing. With a shaking hand, she peeled back one of his eyelids. His pupil was already glazed with the dull blue haze of death. 

Was  there  such  a  thing  as  ghosts,  spirits  of  the  departed  who stuck  around  to  haunt  the  living?  Or  was  she  so  unhinged  by Asher"s death that she was hallucinating? 

Would you have me live again, Calista? 

[image: ]

“Don"t be a dumbass!” she shrieked, resisting the urge to shake him again, this time „til his teeth rattled. “Of course I want you to live!” 

Then you must burn me. 

“What?”  She  scooted  back  from  his  body,  aghast  at  this haunting travesty. 

Burn me so that I may be reborn. 

“You have got to be freaking kidding me,” she whispered. 

I am Phoenixae. Burn me.

She blotted her tears with the heels of her hands and wiped her nose  on  the  collar  of  her  shipsuit.  Fine.  If  Asher"s  ghost  or  spirit wanted to be cremated rather than spaced, who was she to deny it? 

Except…. What the hell was she going to use as an accelerant? She didn"t make a habit of carrying flammable liquids in her cargo hold, or storing them anywhere in her ship, for that matter. 

Even the smallest flame will suffice. I am very flammable. His gentle laughter echoed in her skull, sounding so very real that her chest tightened and misery overwhelmed her again. 

Ah, Calista. I am sorry to have caused you more pain. Please, do this for me. And I promise that all will be well. 

Somehow,  she  found  the  strength  to  haul  herself  up  to investigate the contents of the cargo lockers. Pity she wasn"t a nic addict. A lighter would have been mighty handy right about now. 

She  selected  a  plas-welder  and  dialed  it  up  to  the  highest setting. 

Approaching Asher"s body and pressing the welder to his flesh was the hardest damn thing Calista had ever done. But she did it. And forced herself to watch as his skin reddened and blistered and scorched.  She  persisted  until  flames  coated  his  body,  greedily caressing his skin and consuming his remains with a ferocity that stunned her. She"d seen bodies burn before, but never like this. 

She tossed the welder aside and backed off until she hit a wall. She slumped against it and slid to the ground as she watched him 
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burn,  mesmerized  by  the  flames,  uncaring  of  the  damage  they might do to her ship"s hold. And crying so hard, so violently, that her chest ached. 

Scant  minutes  later,  Asher"s  body  was  nothing  more  than  an untidy pile of smoking ash. 

“Asher?”  she  whispered.  She  even  tried  to  project  her  voice mentally, hoping against hope that his soul, or ghost, or whatever remained of him, might hear her. Asher?

She  waited,  for  an  eternity  it  seemed.  But  there  was  no response. 

Her  head  drooped,  and  she  wrapped  her  arms  about  her middle, holding in the pain. Absorbing it, accepting it and storing it away for later. 

Enough. She had to pull herself together or she would be in no fit  state  to  deal  with  Nate  when  he  managed  to  track  her  down again. And he would. Her ex was a vindictive bastard. 

She mopped her face with the front of her shipsuit and crawled to  her  feet.  It  took  far  longer  than  it  should  have  for  her  to summon  enough  courage  to  venture  over  to  confront  the devastating  result  of  her  actions.  She  squatted,  peering  at  the ashes.  Her  hand  shook  as  she  reached  out  and  swiped  her forefinger through the pathetic little pile of remains. 

She stared at the unmarred surface revealed. There appeared to be  no  damage  to  the  cargo  bay  floor.  No  charring,  no  surface blistering, nothing. And rather than being grateful, that fact tore at her already wounded heart, because once she"d disposed of Asher"s remains there would be nothing left of him at all. Nothing but her memories. 

She knew she should walk away from his remains. She knew she should  turn  her  back  on  the  mess  of  goop-covered  eggshell. Cleaning the hold could wait until she was less emotional. 

She should return to the bridge, plot a course to some place that she"d never visited. And cower there until she decided what to do 
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next. 

 

But  she  couldn"t  bring  herself  to  leave  him.  And  deep  in  her pain-riddled soul, Calista understood that if she was to function in any kind of capacity, first she had to put Asher to rest. 

No  way  was  she  going  to  suck  up  his  remains  in  a  vac  and consign  them  to  the  recycler.  Even  for  a  non-believer  like  her,  it seemed sacrilegious. 

She  scanned  the  hold  for  some  more  fitting  receptacle  to  hold his ashes. Earther texts told of ancients keeping cremated remains in  urns,  but  she  owned  nothing  that  was  purely  decorative. Everything she"d brought aboard her ship was either bolted down or sturdy, plain and functional. 

Moisture tickled the tip of her nose. She was crying again. Gods, how  could  losing  someone  she"d  just  met,  someone  she  barely even knew, hurt so very much? 

Calista…? 

Her head snapped up. “Asher?” 

Watch me. 

“Watch you? How? Where the fuck—?” From the corner of her eye, Calista caught movement. 

Asher"s remains rippled. A breeze that shouldn"t have existed in the  dead  atmosphere  of  the  cargo  bay  scooped  up  a  handful  of ashes and swirled them into an airy facsimile of a whirlpool. 

Calista  reared  back  and  scrambled  to  her  feet  so  fast  that  she lost her balance and fell on her butt. It should have hurt like crazy, but  the  pain  didn"t  register  as  she  crawled  to  her  feet  and  stood, swaying. 

The  breeze  intensified,  sucking  in  all  of  Asher"s  remains  and whirling them about in a crazy dance, creating something unique and beautiful from the dull gray debris that had once been a living, breathing, sentient being. 

Hope  burgeoned  in  her  chest,  clawing  its  way  upward  to  clog her throat and render her mute. 
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And  when  the  breeze  abruptly  dissipated  and  dumped  its precious cargo onto the floor, despair sank its talons deep into her heart. Huh. An aberration, a trick of opposing air pressures caused by…  by… something.  Something  with  a  logical  explanation.  How foolish of her to believe otherwise. 

Watch. 

A pale amorphous smear became visible in the mess of ashes. It sucked the ashes into itself, absorbing them all and then ejecting them  again  before  solidifying  into  a  chrysalis-shaped  mass.  The chrysalis grew, smoothly expanding until it was the size of Calista"s fist. 

Its outer shell split. 

The  creature  nestled  within  sprouted  tiny  appendages  that appeared  to  be  limbs.  And  its  appearance  mocked  her  with  its familiarity. 

Calista"s jolt of recognition was like being zapped by a stunner. She  was  staring  at  a  human  embryo,  a  living  fetus  that  was somehow surviving ex utero and growing at an inhuman rate. 

Within  seconds,  it  had  attained  the  size  of  a  full-term  human fetus.  A  few  seconds  more,  and  it  was  the  size  of  a  small  child, who,  when  Calista  uttered  some  strangled  gargle  of  incredulous amazement, opened his blacker than black gold-striated eyes. And smiled at her with singular sweetness. 

“Calista,”  the  child  murmured,  its  voice  high  and  piping.  It uncurled and climbed gracefully to its feet. 

And  before  she  could  get  her  brain  around  the  fact  that  this creature  more  than  merely  resembled  her  Asher,  and  that  she might  be  witnessing  a  miracle,  in  a  blink,  the  child  transformed into a full grown man. A sublimely beautiful man with lightning-bolt  eyes  who  gazed  at  her  like  his  whole  world  revolved  around her.  Asher—her  Asher—stood  before  her,  whole  and  perfect  and very much in one piece. 

“Calista.” 
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She laid her palm atop his heart, half expecting her hand to go right  through  what  must  surely  be  Asher"s  spectral  body.  He folded  his  hand,  a  hand  of  solid  flesh,  over  hers  and  tugged  her closer.  She  plastered  herself  against  him,  anchoring  herself  by clutching his back. But even though she could feel the warmth of him  seeping  through  her  shipsuit  into  her  misery-chilled  flesh, even though she could feel his cocks pulsing against her belly, she couldn"t  bring  herself  to  believe.  So  she  drew  back,  misery crashing down upon her, numbing her to reality. 

“Feel my heart beating beneath your hand,” he said. “I am real. I am alive. I am forever yours.” 

Pretty words, indeed. 

Irrationally incensed by how willing he was to accept what had befallen him—what she had done to him—Calista pulled her hand free of his grip and slapped him so hard across his cheek that his head snapped back. 

Her palm tingled, numbed by the force of her blow. “Don"t you be nice to me right now!” she howled. “I don"t deserve it. I killed you, for fuck"s sake!” 

He  yanked  her  toward  him.  Then  he  just  as  abruptly  released her,  as  if  to  say,  “Here  I  am.  Do  with  me  as  you  will.”  He  never once  flinched  or  attempted  to  defend  himself  while  she  shrieked and  bawled  and  pummeled  him  with  her  fists.  He  didn"t  offer platitudes, nor did he try to restrain her or soothe her. He merely offered himself to her, let her use him in whatever way she saw fit. 

When her fit of fury had abated and she"d exhausted herself, she leaned against his chest and wondered whether this was what he"d expected from her all along. She"d finally succumbed and become his  master,  a  cruel,  irrational  master  who  abused  her  slave  at  a whim. And she felt nothing but shame and self-loathing. 

“You could never be cruel, Calista.” 

Yeah. Try telling that to Nate. She"d disfigured him, burned out his eye. And if she could do that to a man she"d once believed that 
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she loved…. 

“I understand,” Asher said. 

Did he? 

Did Asher truly comprehend how devastated, how crushed she had  been—and  still  was—by  his  death?  How  terrified  she  was  to feel this strongly about any man? How she knew, knew that it was impossible for him to have literally risen from the ashes, but she didn"t care because all that mattered was that somehow he had? 

Her  soul  rejoiced  at  seeing  him  standing  here  before  her,  but the  consequences  of  the  decisions  leading  to  his  death  would forever  haunt  her.  As would  images  of  his  battered  body  and  the knowledge of the agony he must have suffered. 

Calista stared into Asher"s eyes, trying to drill her gaze through his outer shell and see into his soul. 

A  wasted  effort.  She  would  never  understand  him  in  a  million years, whereas he only had to sift through her mind to know her secrets. 

She  wanted  to  utter  something  profound,  some  heartfelt apology for leaving him to die while she saved herself and her ship, some  explanation  for  her  actions  and  her  cowardly  physical assault on him. She wanted to beg his forgiveness for what she had done. 

Instead,  a  giggle  escaped.  And  another.  And  more,  until  the cargo hold echoed with her hysterical laughter. 

Her  psyche  had  suffered  one  shock  too  many,  and  her  mind shut down to protect itself from the emotional overload. A corner of  her  mind  registered  the  unnatural  heat  exuding  from  Asher"s body as he slung an arm about her waist and helped her to walk. And when her knees wobbled and he swung her into his arms, she buried her face  against his chest and  inhaled his rich, tantalizing scent—so dangerously masculine and ever-so-excitingly alien. 

Such  a  heady  combination.  Which  did  nothing  to  help  her lamentable lack of good sense for not even trying to prevent him 
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from spooning half a flask of hot broth down her throat. So much for girl power. 

 

When she"d eaten  enough to satisfy him, he  carried her to her cabin, stripped her and tucked her into bed like some overwrought child. 

He stroked her hair until she sank into sleep. 

**** 

The  instant  Calista  opened  her  eyes,  Asher  sauntered  through the door of her cabin. “Better?” he asked. 

“I  think  so.  Thanks.”  She  sat  up,  clutching  the  blanket  to  her breasts  so  that  she  didn"t  flash  him.  Which  was  plain  silly, considering he"d already seen all of her. 

He  leaned  against  the  doorway,  arms  folded  across  his  chest, ankles crossed. He appeared relaxed and well-rested. Seemed she hadn"t  been  wallowing  in  unconscious  guilt  and  misery  and causing him untold agony while she slept. Yay. 

She  realized  she  was  moistening  her  lips  with  the  tip  of  her tongue and staring at his twin erections. Heat coiled in her belly, a horribly  inappropriate  sexual  heat  that  she  could  not  afford  to heed, considering the mess she"d gotten them both into. 

She  averted  her  gaze.  “Would  you  mind  putting  some  clothes on?” 

“Why?” 

She mulled over taking refuge in the whole master-slave thing. Me master, you slave. Now put some freaking clothes on! 

Sheesh.  Keeping  the  moral  high  ground  was  a  real  bitch.  She heaved a sigh and opted for the truth, which of course he already knew.  But  she  voiced  it  anyway.  “Because  I  can"t  think  with  you waggling both your cocks at me.” 

He  rewarded  her  honesty  with  an  ultra-sexy,  upward  quirk  of his lips. “Would it help if I counseled you not to look?” 

“Nope.  Simple  dumb  creature  that  I  am,  I"m  afraid  I"m  not capable of that much self-discipline.” 
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“There"s  no  shame  in  appreciating  the  beauty  of  the  human form.” A slight shift in position caused him to thrust out his hips. “Or an enhanced human form.” 

Calista felt the heat of a flush that went right from her neck to the roots of her hair. “Right. Yes. Well. Now that I"ve embarrassed myself by appreciating your enhancements, would you please put some clothes on?” 

“Perhaps.  Or  perhaps  you  might  like  to  join  me  so  that  I  may return the favor.” 

“Huh?”  She  pinched  the  bridge  of  her  nose,  squinting  at  him through slitted, uncomprehending eyes. 

“I find myself most appreciative of your form, Calista.” 

Her  blush  spread,  anointing  her  skin  with  tell-tale  crimson blotches. 

“All of your form,” he said. “Every bare inch of it.” 

Calista"s mind painted a lamentably vivid vision of herself on all fours with Asher behind her, grasping her hips, his body covering hers,  warming  her  with  his  heat  and  stroking  her  with  his  hard, hot  cocks.  Her  breasts,  heavy  and  tight  with  lust  and  need  and want,  swayed  each  time  he  thrust  both  cocks  into  her  body.  She thrust her ass backward, loving the slap of his flesh against hers as she  clenched  around  him,  demanding  and  wanton.  Her  inner muscles  rippled  with  near-orgasm,  squeezing  his  cocks,  and  she felt  a  glow  of  feral  pleasure  when  she  heard  him  gasp.  She  cried out his name as she came. And begged him for more. 

Eeep! She cut off the images and slanted him a glance. Maybe he"d been distracted and hadn"t been tuning in on her thoughts? 

No such luck. Asher"s gaze had taken on that purely masculine “I wanna lick you all over” expression, the one that left a woman in no doubt that he was thinking about doing bad things to her body. Bad,  bad  things  that  she  would  really,  really  enjoy.  With  special emphasis on the ones that she had just finished fantasizing about. 

Cripes,  what  was  the  universe  coming  to,  when  a  girl  couldn"t 
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even  enjoy  a  private  sexual  fantasy?  Calista  damned  her  dirty mind  to  the  farthest  reaches  of  the  galaxy.  The  way  that  she  was fixating on sex, anyone would think she was a guy in disguise! 

 

She  scowled  at  Asher.  Fortunate  she  couldn"t  read  his  mind. Gods knew what he was thinking. 

A wave of sexual longing crashed through her unprepared mind and rocked her back on the bunk. It was his longing, his desire, his emotions, previously hidden from her and now unleashed. 

Calista  suffered  the  full  force  of  Asher"s  craving  for  her,  his yearning  to  possess  her  body.  She  saw  what  he  wanted  to  do  to her. Everything he wanted to do with her. Images flashed through her  mind  of  their  bodies  and  limbs  entwined,  coated  with  sweat, rhythmically moving and thrusting and pleasuring each other with heated abandon, uncaring of the consequences. 

She  gazed  deep  into  his  eyes,  and  in  their  brilliantly  unique depths,  she  recognized  Asher"s  aching  need  to  physically experience  the  intimacies  of  the  flesh  that  so  far  he"d  only experienced through his psychic link to her. Asher might possess all  the  knowledge  of  his  kind,  he  might  “know”  everything  there was  to  know  about  sexual  intercourse  and  how  best  to  please  a partner,  but  his  age  could  be  counted  in  mere  hours.  He"d  never had sex. And he was a virgin. 

A  virgin  who  wanted  her.  All  of  her.  In  all  the  myriad  of  ways Calista imagined a man could possess a woman. And doubtless a few more that she hadn"t even thought of. 

Dammit,  she  wanted  him,  too.  She  wanted  him  with  an intensity that should have had her dialing up an icy cold shower in the  san.  And  the  more  that  Asher"s  wanting  coursed  through  her brain,  the  more  her  body  responded.  She  throbbed  for  him,  her flesh  burned  for  him.  Her  nipples  scrunched  into  tight  jutting peaks, and her pussy clenched for him. 

He  stared  at  her,  his  gaze  lingering  on  her  face,  as  if  he  was absorbing her thoughts, gauging the truth of the unholy lust now 
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churning through her. And all the while, a sexual desire that was irresistible  and  utterly  compelling  surged  through  the  now  two-way linkage from his mind to hers. 

Calista  gave  herself  to  it.  More,  she  became  a  willing participant,  feeding  her  own  desires  into  the  linkage,  reveling  in the huge dilation of Asher"s pupils, the flush of heat that splashed his cheekbones, the bobbing of his cocks as his male flesh stiffened and engorged and responded to her. 

She dropped the blanket. 

His rapt gaze never wavered from her face. 

She held out her hand to him. “Come here and fuck me. Show me how good sex can be. Make me scream your name.” 

Illegals, corrupt Imps, and Libertines might be eagerly awaiting her, but right now, nothing was more important than taking Asher into her body. Nothing was more important than demanding that Asher  give  her  everything  she  wanted,  all  those  things  Nate  had never been capable of giving her. 

Nothing  was  more  important  than  offering  her  body—and  her soul—to Asher, and letting him do with her as he willed. 




Chapter Seven 

 

Asher obviously didn"t need to be told twice when there was sex freely on offer, for he stalked across the small space and grabbed her  forearms,  hauling  her  from  the  bunk  and  setting  her  on  her feet. “Calista.” 

She loved that he was eager for her, that he needed to fuck her as desperately as she needed to fuck him. That his eyes were dark with sexual desire and he came to her as a man, not a slave. And she plastered herself against him, her belly to his groin. Her chest was  tight  with  need,  and  her  limbs  tense  with  anticipation.  She pressed  her  lips  to  the  wildly  throbbing  pulse  in  his  throat.  Her palms  skimmed  his  shoulder  blades,  his  back,  and  lower,  toward the base of his spine, then lower still to cup his tight ass. 

She squeezed. 

He  groaned  and  his  hands  grasped  her  hips,  anchoring  her  to him. “Calista!” 

Images careened through her mind. 

Asher"s mouth on hers, his lips sucking and nibbling, his tongue thrusting  into  her  mouth,  his  lips  on  her  breasts,  teeth  scraping her nipples. 

Asher  kneeling,  his  mouth  on  her  belly,  the  warmth  of  his breath  as  he  dipped  lower  and  his  fingers  stroked  the  lips  of  her sex. 

Asher  licking  her,  suckling  her,  tonguing  the  entrance  of  her cunt, thrusting into her…. 

His thoughts or hers? Calista could no longer tell. She no longer knew what was real and what was imagined. All she knew was that her body responded. 
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In the confines of Calista"s mind, Asher spun her round so that she faced away from him. He dipped one hand between her thighs to cup her mound. He used the fingers of his other hand to stroke her  breasts,  to  finger  her  nipples  and  pluck  them  to  swollen, aching points. He stroked her sex, parted the folds of her labia. He strummed  and  pinched  her  clit  until  her  breath  hitched  and  she cried out. His fingers slid slowly inside her, filling her. 

She  leaned  back  against  him.  She  thrust  her  hips,  riding  his hand, setting the rhythm that she craved, taking what she needed from him. 

He  urged  her  forward  until  her  knees  scraped  the  bunk.  He placed  a  firm  hand  on  her  nape  and  pressed  her  face  toward  the mattress. His knee nudged her thighs wide and his hands stilled, testing whether she would acquiesce and remain where he wanted her. 

Silly  man.  In  this,  Asher  was  the  master  and  she,  the  slave, submitting to him. Willingly. 

Calista turned her face to one side, resting her cheek against the mattress,  quivering  with  need,  biting  her  lips  against  the  urge  to shriek her demands. Her breath released in a thready moan as his fingers again thrust deep inside her body, screwing her, pleasuring her.  She  felt  the  fingers  of  his  other  hand  swiping  through  the slippery cream of arousal coating her folds. He used her own fluids to lubricate the tight entrance of her anus. He teased her with his fingertip,  inserting  it  the  merest  fraction  before  withdrawing, repeating the action until she pushed her ass against his hand. His finger slid in, stretching, stroking, enticing her to relax and accept another finger, which he pushed past the tight ring of muscle. 

Gods! The sensation of his fingers in her cunt and her ass, the intense  pleasure  and  the  bordering-on-painful  ecstasy  of  it. Shrieking his name, she came. 

Someone  was  gripping  her  shoulders  and  shaking  her  hard enough to snap her head back on her neck. “Calista!” 
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She blinked and found herself staring into Asher"s clear, direct gaze.  She  stumbled  back  from  him  and  collapsed  atop  the  bunk, her head hanging, elbows braced on her knees. “Whoa. For a man who"s  a  mere  few  hours  old,  you  sure  know  your  way  around  a woman"s body.” 

“I did not touch you.” 

“Huh?” She raised her head to stare at him, noting the set of his jaw and the effort it took for him to meet her gaze. “Sure felt like you touched me. Intimately.” 

“You do not understand. What you felt, it was not physical.” 

“Oh, really.” Her vaginal muscles still fluttered and quivered as her  orgasm  receded.  She  pressed  her  thighs  together,  feeling  the slick dampness of sexual arousal. Her skin was coated with sweat, and as she sucked in a deep breath in an effort to calm her racing heart,  she  smelled  the  musky  aroma  of  sexual  satiation.  If  that wasn"t physical, then she didn"t know what was anymore. And if he hadn"t touched her, screwed her with those talented fingers, then how  the  heck  had  he  given  her  the  best  orgasm  she"d  had  in  her life? 

She squeezed her eyes shut as she tried to dampen the effects of a  damn  fine  post-orgasmic  glow  and  re-engage  her  brain.  Bad move. Because then she imagined him fucking her with his fingers and  bringing  her  to  a  screaming  orgasm  again.  She  opened  her eyes  and  peered  up  at  him,  frowning  at  the  smoothly  impassive features he presented to her. “Then what the hell just happened?” 

“Somehow you were forced to share my thoughts,” he said. 

His  voice  was  tight,  super-controlled,  but  she  caught  a  hint  of some deep emotion she couldn"t identify. 

“You experienced what I imagined doing to you,” he said. “They were  my  thoughts,  my  desires,  being  fed  directly  into  your  mind through  the  linkage.  The  experience  was  so  vivid  that  your  brain convinced  you  it  was  real,  and  because  you  find  me  sexually attractive,  your  body  could  not  help  but  react  to  the  mental 
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stimulation. It produced a similar effect to a direct sex-sim uplink to the brain. It felt real to you, but it wasn"t. I"m sorry, Calista. It shouldn"t have happened. I don"t even know how it happened.” He closed his eyes, squeezing them so tightly shut that Calista found it easy to imagine he couldn"t bear to look at her. 

But she knew better. Any disgust he might feel was for himself, for what he believed that he"d inflicted upon her. 

She  blew  out  a  slow,  steady  breath,  trying  to  rein  in  the thoughts  whirling  through  her  brain  and  whip  them  into  some logical  conclusion.  “Lemme  get  this  straight.  To  your  knowledge, in  the  entire  history  of  your  species,  a  two-way  link  like  this  has never happened before? A master—for want of a better word—has never hooked into the link and known what his or her Phoenixae is thinking?” 

He  hesitated,  his  gaze  distant.  Then  he  blinked  and  shook  his head. 

“Whoa. That"s… Whoa.” 

His hands clenched into fists, then relaxed at his sides. “It won"t happen again.” 

Oh  yeah?  “Both  of  us  were  suffering  from,  er,  a  heightened emotional state, so excuse me if I find it hard to believe you have that  much  self-control.  I  sincerely  doubt  you  can  shut  it  off  like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis. 

“I will find a way to ensure your mind is never again violated by your sharing of my thoughts.” 

She  sighed.  Considering  that  she"d  started  it  by  lusting  after him, and considering how much she"d enjoyed it, that was a crying shame. 

His  eyelids  flew  open  and  he  blinked  at  her,  his  expression  so damned startled that she figured he"d heard that thought loud and clear. 

She cleared her throat. “Thanks, by the way. After that workout, I betcha I won"t need to pop any sleepies to sleep well tonight.” 
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His jaw sagged. 

She  clambered  to  her  feet  and  locked  her  knees,  testing  her balance. 

“I think I need a shower. I"ll meet you at the bridge in ten, okay? We need to come up with a plan.” 

“A  plan?”  he  whispered,  still  giving  her  his  stunned  lightning-bolt-alien eyes. 

“Yeah,  a  plan.  „Cuz,  yanno,  being  fugitives  and  all,  if  we  don"t come up with a plan soon, we"re dead. Or worse.” 

As she squeezed past him on her way to the san, she patted his cheek.  “Oh,  and  don"t  forget  to  find  yourself  something  to  wear. There  are  some  man-sized  spare  shipsuits  in  one  of  the  storage lockers.” 

The dazed expression on Asher"s face was well worth the effort it  took  for  her  to  hide  how  vastly  shaken  she  was  by  everything she"d just experienced. She"d careened from mourning the death of someone  she  cared  about,  to  shock  and  joy  at  seeing  him resurrected,  to  desire  and  sexual  ecstasy.  It  was  enough  to  make her want to crawl into a bunk and pull the blankets over her head for an entire day at the very least. 

She opted for the next-best thing. 

And  despite  the  cold  shower  and  the  supposed  distraction  of giving herself a thorough scrubbing, all that she could think of was Asher. And what she"d imagined him doing to her. Even though it had been a mind-fuck and not real, it had been the best damn sex she"d ever had in her life. 

She  groaned  and  pressed  her  thighs  together  against  another flood of liquid heat suffusing her groin. If virtual sex with Asher is that damn good, then actual sex is gonna freaking well blow my mind. 

**** 

If virtual sex with Asher is that damn good, then actual sex is gonna freaking well blow my mind. 
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Gods save him. She was still thinking about sexual intercourse. With him. 

The  vivid  thoughts  and  images  of  what  Calista  imagined  him doing  to  her  were  still  cascading  through  her  mind.  They  were excruciatingly clear to Asher, so clear that it took all his willpower not to lie back on her bunk and take a few moments to relieve his needs.  Instead,  he  gritted  his  teeth  and  endured  his  painfully throbbing  erections,  accepting  them  as  a  fitting  punishment  for the  crime  of  violating  her  mind  with  his  own  base  needs  and desires. 

He rested his elbows on his knees and hung his head, staring at the dull gray floor of Calista"s Spartan cabin. Nothing in his kind"s histories  had  prepared  him  for  a  master  who  could  resist  his sexual  allure.  It  made  him  vulnerable.  And  completely  at  a  loss about how to deal with his situation. 

Like  all  Phoenixae  before  him,  Asher  had  been  bred  to  be  a seducer of men and women and anything remotely humanoid that might fall in between the two. Phoenixae were a slave race, and sex was  their  best  weapon.  How  else  could  they  entice  a  master  to keep  them  close  and  thus  ensure  their  continued  health  and wellbeing? 

Phoenixae  were  forced  to  submit  to  whatever  treatment  their master  saw  fit.  Their  bond  with  the  master  ensured  their compliance. If a Phoenixae was foolhardy enough to intentionally harm  his  master,  any  pain  inflicted  rebounded  on  the  giver tenfold. That in itself would not have been a deterrent. It was the overwhelming,  all-consuming  need  to  please  the  master,  to pleasure the master, that was the driving force behind the success of the Phoenixae"s willing subjugation throughout the centuries. 

And the need was a driving force, a fundamental necessity that could not be ignored with impunity. Phoenixae could be likened to parasitic vines, unable to survive without their host tree providing them with access to sunlight and sustenance. For Asher, pleasing 
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Calista—making her happy—was as necessary to him as the oxygen he breathed. If he could not please her, if he could not feed on her pleasure through their bond, then he would be deprived of a basic physical necessity that kept him alive. 

 

It  mattered  not  whether  the  master  had  a  penchant  for inflicting pain or even torture, as long as doing it gave him or her pleasure.  The  Phoenixae  slave"s  own  preferences  were insignificant. The master"s pleasure was key. 

And what Calista did not yet know was that their bonding was immutable.  Asher  couldn"t  leave  her  even  if  he  wanted  to.  If  he was  deprived  of  her  company  for  an  extended  period,  he  would sicken and die. Granted, if not too much time elapsed and his soul had not decayed, he could be resurrected. But deprived of Calista"s physical and mental presence, he would become weaker with each resurrection until a time would come when his life-force would no longer  be  strong  enough  to  resurrect  him  from  his  ashes.  Calista was  his  life-line.  And  when  she  neared  the  term  of  her  natural lifespan,  if  she  didn"t  give  him  permission  to  bond  with  another, then when she died, so would he. 

But to have Calista able to access his thoughts…. 

Did  such  an  anomaly  also  mean  that  during  times  of  intense emotion she could feed from him? Would his happiness “feed” her just as hers fed him? 

And  what  of  his  darker  emotions,  the  times  he  succumbed  to despair and self-loathing? 

The  advantages  and  the  consequences  of  such  a  two-way linkage,  to  borrow  Calista"s  own  phraseology,  freaking  well  blew his mind. 

Then  Calista  emerged  from  the  san,  and  all  Asher"s  concerns were subsumed in the glorious reality of her. He smiled. He could do  nothing  else,  for  being  with  her,  being  able  to  gaze  upon  her, made his soul cry out with joy. When she stared down at him and the  tiny  crease  between  her  eyes  eased  and  an  answering  smile 
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tugged the corners of her mouth, he thought his heart would burst. Was this warmth, this utter joy at seeing her, in truth a byproduct of his genetics and the bond? 

Or was it love? 

Asher didn"t know. But whatever it was, he would take it. And savor it. 

For as long as it lasted. 




Chapter Eight 

 

Throughout  the  centuries,  Phoenixae  had  been  exposed  to inter-stellar  travel.  All  the  extensive  knowledge  of  his  ancestors was  encoded  into  Asher"s  genes  at  a  cellular  level,  so  he  already knew the basics of how to run a ship. The finer details he extracted from Calista"s agile, intelligent mind. Knowing what she required the  instant  she  formed  the  thought  made  him  such  a  useful addition  to  her  non-existent  crew  that  she"d  soon  felt  confident about leaving him to man the bridge. 

A tiny victory, perhaps, but for a slave such as himself, one he took immense pride in. 

“Asher, you"ve got the bridge.” 

Calista  was  halfway  out  of  her  chair  when  he  caught  her  gaze. He raised his eyebrows. 

She  groaned  and  rolled  her  eyes.  “Awww,  shit.  I"m  doing  it again, huh? Sorry, Asher.” 

He made a non-committal gesture that fell somewhere between a shrug and a plea for her forgiveness. He knew from the emotions conveyed through their bond that for Calista, it wasn"t easy to have another person aboard her ship, especially a person of unorthodox status.  After  her  experiences  with  her  ex-husband,  she  doubted her  ability  to  accurately  judge  other  people"s  intentions  and believed  that  she  operated  best  alone.  She  trusted  no  one  but herself. It was safer that way. 

To Calista, he presented one very big, very  sticky problem. He was  neither  lover,  friend,  nor  subordinate.  He  wasn"t  a  paying passenger, not that she"d ever take on a paying passenger because they  always  proved  more  trouble  than  they  were  worth.  Nor  was 
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he  a  prisoner  she  could  confine  to  a  cabin  and  ignore  with impunity. She insisted on treating him as an equal. He knew she was doing her utmost to treat him with all due consideration, but a Phoenixae like Asher, and his situation, were so far removed from her  experience  that  she  feared  offending  him.  And  feared,  even more, physically hurting him with the doubts and insecurities she tried  so  hard  to  hide.  Despite  her  efforts,  her  natural  tendencies would often reassert themselves with a vengeance, and she would treat  him  like  a  child  who  should  be  kept  ignorant  for  his  own well-being. 

Granted,  Asher  could  read  her  intentions  from  her  mind  and draw  his  own  conclusions,  but  if  this  “equal”  relationship  was going to function at all, she owed him explanations. He needed her to realize that she must involve him in decisions. Every action she took  from  now  on  affected  them  both  at  the  most  fundamental level and impacted on their future freedom and the quality of their survival.  Especially  if  Asher"s  previous  buyer,  his  new  buyer,  or Nate  and  his  crew,  ever  caught  up  with  them.  And  if  Calista"s memories  of  Nate"s  ruthless  brand  of  self-serving  behavior  were anything to go by, if Nate captured them, the best they could hope for would be clean, relatively painless deaths. 

Calista had taken a weighty burden upon herself. 

Asher  wished  he  could  ease  it  for  her.  He  could  do  it  if  he reverted to a true master-slave relationship. It would be far easier for  him  to  ignore  what  she  said  and  act  upon  those  desires  and emotions  she  tried  so  very  hard  to  control  and  subdue.  If  he embraced his Phoenixae nature, he would seduce her and love her, as  he  knew  she  yearned  for  him  to  do  in  the  deepest  darkest recesses of her soul. But she wouldn"t allow that. 

To  know  in  intimate  detail  what  she  desired  and  to  deny  her was  torturous  and  yet  exhilarating.  His  relationship  with  Calista was  uncharted  territory.  He  might  have  access  to  her  innermost thoughts and desires, but he had no idea where it would lead. 
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“I"ll be in the cargo hold,” she told him. “I"m gonna clean up all evidence  of  your  hatching  and  get  to  work  forging  new  crate  ids based on the cargo documentation.” 

If she did a good enough job on the crate blank, no one would ever  suspect  that  she  hadn"t  handed  over  the  original.  Pity  about the  contents  of  said  crate.  And  therein  lay  her  biggest  problem. Doppelganger’s  Chef-Mate  could,  with  a  bit  of  imaginative programming,  produce  a  pretty  fair  representation  of  yolks  and whites. But an intact egg complete with shell was beyond even its advanced technological ability. 

Whole eggs weren"t easy to come by. And locating one as big as his had been? Calista believed it was pretty much an impossibility. 

Her thoughts informed him that she would not willingly bet her life on having this cargo signed off without its being subjected to a full  molecular  scan.  She"d  resigned  herself  to  putting  on  the performance  of  her  life  and  convincing  the  buyers  that  she"d fulfilled  her  contract  to  the  letter.  She  would  have  to  convince them that if the crate was empty, the blame must surely be laid at that Agrarian dispatcher"s six-fingered hands and he  had  handed over an empty, shielded crate. 

If only Asher had never hatched, she wouldn"t be in this mess. 

Asher  heard  Calista"s  unguarded  thought  as  clearly  as  if  she"d spoken  it  aloud.  The  shaft  of  pain  lancing  through  his  heart surprised him with its intensity. He rubbed his fist over his chest to ease the hurt. 

Her  gaze  flew  to  his,  shadowed  by  her  horror  at  that  oh-so-painfully-honest  revelation.  She  stilled  and  closed  her  eyes.  “I"m sorry. I didn"t mean—” 

“Of course you did. But I can hardly blame you.” 

Her cheeks splotched with crimson, and he effortlessly read the cringing  shame  that  lurked  in  her  heart.  Not  that  she  made  the slightest  attempt  to  hide  it  from  him.  She  was  a  courageous woman, one of the many things Asher loved about her. 
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She peeled open her eyelids and met his gaze. “Then you"ll also know that now you have hatched, now that I know what was going to  happen  to  you,  I  would  lay  down  my  life  before  I  would  hand you over to them. And I would do the same for any sentient being.” 

“I know.” 

“Good!” 

Her fury stabbed at him like knife blades entering his torso. He held  out  a  beseeching  hand.  “Please,  Calista.  Calm  yourself.”  He could  disregard  the  pain—he  was  used  to  it—but  if  it  got  so  bad that he couldn"t hide it from her, he didn"t want her to feel guilty when she realized what she was doing to him. 

She sucked in deep breaths, trying to expel her anger with each long, slow exhalation. She had learned that the longer she fumed with  righteous  indignation  over  his  plight,  the  more  her  fury pained him. He wished he could spare her that knowledge. 

“Gods!”  she  said,  scrubbing  the  fingers  of  both  hands  through her  hair  and  tugging  viciously  on  the  ends.  “I"m  trying  not  to  let my  emotions  get  the  better  of  me,  but  I"ve  never  been  the  cool, calm, collected type of gal.” 

He knew her too well not to silently agree. Once her temper was ignited, he was discovering it burned long and slow until it finally erupted and wreaked havoc on the next person who pissed her off. And as often happened when she was upset, her thoughts turned to Nate. 

Asher  studied  the  specter  of  her  former  husband  hovering  in her mind. He glimpsed an impression of a man"s face stretched in a wide grin of feral delight and deduced from Calista"s memories that she had been brawling while Nate lounged in a doorway and watched. He had delighted in watching Calista kick ass. Until he"d been the one having his ass kicked. 

Asher"s hatred for the man who"d professed to love Calista, then used her and sold her without a qualm, burgeoned in his chest. He was glad that she"d found the strength to best Nate, to punish him, 

[image: ]

to  humiliate  him  and  make  him  suffer  as  Nate  had  made  her suffer.  Asher  wished    he  could  have  been  present  at  her  side  to witness her do it. 

 

And then he was there, in her mind, watching as she confronted Nate.  The  man"s  features  sprang  into  such  vivid  relief  that  Asher could see the cruel, derisive smile curling his lips, the triumphant glint in his eyes, as Calista begged to know why he"d sold her. 

The  nagging  pain  that  Calista"s  wayward  emotions  inflicted upon Asher worsened, but he shoved it aside, too caught up in her vision  of  her  last  encounter  with  the  man  who"d  betrayed  her  to pay it heed. Calista"s retribution had been bloody and vicious, the images  made  even  more  disturbing  because  back  then,  the  long blonde hair that Nate had so admired made Calista appear so very fragile and feminine. She"d given the impression of being soft and vulnerable, doll-like. Incapable of such violence. 

Asher  felt  her  need  to  lash  out  and  seek  vengeance  infecting him.  By  his  very  nature,  vengeance  was  new  to  him,  alien.  But strangely  exciting.  Throughout  history,  his  kind  had  been instruments  of  vengeance,  victims  of  vengeance,  witnesses  to vengeance,  but  never  vengeful.  Phoenixae  had  been  bred  to  be placid  creatures,  needing  above  all  else  to  satisfy  their  masters, existing only to serve. No matter how they were treated, whether cosseted,  feted  and  adored,  or  tortured,  used  and  despised,  they were designed to accept, obey, and strive to please. 

He was sucked deeper into Calista"s vision. He saw himself take actual form as though he"d been a true witness to her battle with Nate.  And  through  their  bond,  he  accessed  Calista"s  darkest  self. Her thoughts and emotions subsumed his and became his own. He cheered her on and encouraged her as she fought Nate. He exulted when she thrust her weapon in the bastard"s eye, applauded when she  left  him  screaming  and  writhing  and  very  much  alive.  Even though she ached to kill Nate, for a  man like him to be left alive, mutilated and utterly defeated, was the ultimate punishment. 
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The  scene  played  out  again.  And  again.  And  with  each replaying,  Calista"s  fury  and  hatred  intensified  until  in  a  small corner of his mind, Asher finally comprehended that her fury and hatred  was  not  directed  at  Nate  but  at  herself.  She  loathed  the spite-filled monster she had become at the moment when she took her revenge. 

She believed she had become a creature forged in the embers of Nate"s capricious betrayal. 

She believed herself to be as amoral and depraved as he. 

Worse,  Calista  was  again  drawing  upon  Asher"s  own  feelings and emotions, feeding upon his pleasure in watching her bring the man who"d betrayed her and hurt her so deeply to his knees. She was caught in a mental loop, unable to break free from her visions, and  her  emotions  were  so  strong,  so  intense,  so  pure, that  Asher could  no  longer  differentiate  them  from  his  own.  Summoning  all his strength of will, he pinched off the two-way linkage and wrung his  hands  while  Calista  fought  to  break  free  from  the  nightmare. He didn"t dare try to help her, for fear that his own hatred of Nate would infect her and suck her back into the vision. He could only watch  and  wait  until  the  harsh  lines  smoothed  from  Calista"s features and the darkness haunting her eyes receded. 

She shook her head, blinking, dazed like someone awoken from a  nightmare,  as  she  came  back  to  herself.  “Sorry,”  she  said.  “I guess I zoned out for a bit. Must be stress.” 

“Or  perhaps  you"ve  forgotten  to  eat  again.”  Asher  forced  a neutral smile, but inside, his heart was pounding and his stomach roiled with nausea. This unpredictable two-way linkage was even more  insidious  than  he"d  imagined.  If  he  hadn"t  recognized  the danger  and  cut her loose, he might have lost her to the darkness that lurked in her soul. By embracing her hatred of Nate and her hatred  of  herself  for  what  she"d  done  to  him,  she  would  have become the very monster that she feared. 

He had no desire to be the plaything of a demanding and cruel 
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master.  Now  that  he  had  experienced  this  freedom,  this  bliss  of knowing that Calista cared what became of him and respected his wants and needs, he did not wish to lose it. He would have to be more vigilant. 

 

Calista chewed her lip in that endearing way she had whenever she  was  concentrating  on  running  various  scenarios  and calculating risk factors. Asher politely waited for her to voice her conclusions. 

“Maybe we should run, get the hell out of the sector, find some insignificant little outpost in some insignificant little corner of the galaxy and pray to all popular gods that we"ll live long, uneventful lives.” 

He  swiveled  in  his  chair,  turning  away  from  her  so  she  would have  the  privacy  she  needed  to  make  this  decision.  So  that  he would influence her as little as possible. “If that"s what you wish,” he said, pretending to be absorbed in his console, “then that"s what we shall do.” 

Her  defeated  sigh  came  as  no  surprise,  given  he  already  knew her true feelings about that particular scenario. She"d had a taste of  that  life  when  her  father  took  her  under  his  wing,  always looking  over  her  shoulder,  always  watching  what  she  said  and analyzing what others had said, wondering whether she"d slipped up and her cover had been blown. 

“No,” she said. “I"ll be buggered if I"ll run. I have to pull this off. The  Libertine  authorities  shouldn"t  have  any  reason  to  scan  my ship,  but  in  case  they  do,  you  can  hide  in  my  shielded  cargo  bay compartment  while  I  deliver  the  crate.  I"ve  got  it  covered.  The Libertines  won"t  suspect  me  of  tampering  with  the  cargo,  and they"ll  blame  the  Agrarian  intermediary.  And  if  I  confide  I  had  a run-in with an illegal and barely escaped with my ship intact, it"ll add  credence  to  my  story.  They"ll  put  two  and  two  together  and surmise  that  someone  out  there  leaked  information  about  the cargo.” 
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I  wish  I  could  get  my  hands  on  an  egg.  Any  bloody  egg.  At least it’d give us a fighting chance. 

Asher did his utmost to concentrate on that particular problem and shove his own fears for her safety to the back of his mind. But it was difficult to ignore the chaotic emotions whirling in Calista"s mind. 

Hatred  of  Nate.  Fear  that  if  she  confronted  him  again,  she would kill him this time. Or worse, not be able to kill him even if her own safety required it. 

Lust. Always lust whenever she thought of Asher. 

But  something  deeper,  a  soul-deep  yearning  for  someone  to love and a kernel of hope that Asher would be that someone, even though she believed it could never work between them. She cared for him profoundly. But she would set him free if she could find a way to do so. 

Her aching loneliness broke his heart. 

He yearned to offer her succor, to soothe her fears, to give her peace  of  mind,  to  pleasure  her.  He  resisted  the  temptation, knowing  she  would  refuse  him.  Again.  Instead,  he  swiveled  his chair  round  to  regard  her  and  offered  a  solution  to  her  more immediate problem. “It need not be a Phoenixae egg,” he said. “My kind have never been sold to the Libertine sector of space before, so any egg similar in size and appearance will suffice.” 

She  wrinkled  her  nose  and  puffed  out  a  loud,  incredulous breath. “Am I to presume that you"ve some brilliant idea where we can get our hands on a whole, intact egg?” 

He  turned  back  to  his  console  and  keyed  in  a  query.  Co-ordinates flashed on his screen. “The nearest planet that sustains life-forms  capable  of  laying  eggs  of  a  similar  size  and  shape  to Phoenixae  eggs  will  take  us  approximately  six  hours,  thirty-three minutes to reach. At our current speed.” 

Calista  leaned  over  his  shoulder  to  scan  the  computer"s  brief about the planet. She planted her butt on the edge of the console 
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and regarded him through hugely rounded eyes. “You"re seriously suggesting we land on an Imperium Sanctuary Planet and steal an egg?” 

 

“Not  just  any  egg.  A  ratite  egg.”  Asher"s  fingers  flew  over  the keyboard,  punching  up  data.  The  screen  showed  a  birdlike creature with powerful legs, a long neck, beady eyes and a sharp, flat beak. 

“You have got to be kidding!” she squeaked. “That nightmare is nine  freaking  feet  tall!  And  it"s  gotta  be  at  least  three-hundred-pounds, or I"m an idiot.” 

“You"re  not  an  idiot,”  he  said,  then  wished  he"d  not  been  so quick to speak when she frowned. Her gaze turned distant as she recalled  an  incident  from  her  past,  an  incident  where  she"d  been accused of being a “brainless bimbo” by a classmate eager to pass the blame for his own error of judgment during a training exercise onto someone else. 

Asher  hid  the  spasm  of  pain  that  clawed  his  guts  as  Calista relived  her  anger  and  despair  at  being  judged  yet  again  on  her appearance.  How  she"d  railed  against  the  surety  it  wasn"t  worth the  attempt  to  defend  herself,  that  she  would  have  to  suck  it  up and  take  the  blame  for  her  group  failing  the  exercise  because  to speak  up  and  insist  on  an  enquiry  would  make  her  classmates despise her even more. 

He could have soothed her, psychically stroked her and calmed her. But he balked at interfering with such fundamental emotions, emotions that were an integral part of her makeup, emotions that had  forged  the  woman  Calista  now  was.  He  would  not  make  the same  mistake  again.  He  rode  her  emotions  and  waited  until  she had broken free of the past and refocused her gaze on the monitor before  he  spoke.  “Of  course,  that"s  a  full-grown  male  of  the species,” he told her. “The females are bigger.” 

“Of course,” she said, and then gulped as she absorbed the true import  of  his  words.  “Bigger?”  She  leaned  forward  to  stare  with 
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horrified fascination at the ratite"s legs. 

“These  creatures  are  documented  as  the  fastest  two-legged species  currently  in  captivity,”  he  said,  answering  her  unspoken question  as  to  how  fast  the  creatures  could  run.  “They  have  a wingspan of approximately six feet but are, in fact, flightless.” 

“Gee. That will make our job sooo much easier.” 

Asher  scanned  another  couple  of  facts.  “Fascinating!  These ratites  have  been  known  to  cause  injury,  and  even  death,  with  a single kick.” 

Calista  hauled  her  attention  from  the  screen  to  focus  on  him. “You"re  gonna  be  one  of  those  men—the  kind  who  can"t  resist  a challenge—aren"t you?” 

He smiled at her, loving that for now she was relaxed enough to simply react to him, instead of trying to regulate her feelings and emotions in an effort to spare him pain. “Yes. Indeed I am.” 

And when she groaned and covered her face with her hands, he threw  back  his  head  and  crowed  with  joyous  abandon.  The  only thing that could bring him more happiness right now would be to take her to his bed. 

Soon, he promised himself. When she trusts me. When we truly become  equals  as  she  desires.  When  she  finally  admits  I’ve already  seen  into  her  heart,  seen  that  she  loves  me.  When  she finally understands that what I feel for her transcends our bond because it is not born of slavish obligation. That it is love. 




Chapter Nine 

 

“This  planet  is  a  designated  ISP,  an  Imperium  Sanctuary Planet,”  Calista  lectured.  “And  contrary  to  how  terribly  altruistic that might sound, such planets do not exist to preserve plant and animal  species  for  the  benefit  of  future  Imperium  citizens.  Nyuh uh.  These  planets  are  little  more  than  private  playgrounds  for spoiled Imp royals with a hankering to play at being Great White Hunters.  If  hiding  behind  plasteel  barriers  so  you  can  fry  some poor  unsuspecting  creature"s  brain  with  a  DNA-targeted  las-rifle can  be  even  be  construed  as  „hunting".  In  my  not-so-humble opinion, I think that—” 

She  broke  off  to  utter  a  tiny  self-deprecating  laugh.  “Sorry, Asher. I keep forgetting you can read all this stuff from my mind. How "bout you tell me what you know about SPs?” 

He shrugged. “I know little more than you do. Half a century or so  ago,  they  phased  out  the  practice  of  employing  live-in gamekeepers charged with protecting the flora and fauna from the depredations  of  greedy  illegals  and  private  collectors.  However, such  planets  weren"t  left  without  protection.  Not  that  anyone knows exactly what form that protection entails. Rumors, ranging from  pedestrian  to  the  stuff  of  fantasy,  abound,  but  one  fact remains undisputed. No illegal who"s ever tried to poach from a SP has gotten off planet again and lived to tell the tale.” 

“Yeah. I heard that, too,” Calista said. “Even my intrepid father warned me about the perils of daring to encroach on one.” 

She didn"t elaborate, knowing Asher would take the story from her mind the instant it formed. 

A party of six men, each one bristling with the latest tech, had 
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landed on an SP in the Haddon Quadrant, reported in that they"d located  the  creature  they"d  been  contracted  to  capture,  and  then vanished  without  a  trace.  Her  father  had  scanned  the  planet  for human  life  forms  and  found  nothing.  He"d  even  landed  to investigate  and,  despite  a  thorough  search,  had  still  found  no remains. 

His  tale  had  instilled  a  healthy  respect  for  whatever  Imp  tech protected such sanctuaries. So it should have come as no surprise to Calista that as soon as she stepped from the hatch and got her first  up-close-and-personal  view  of  the  sun-scorched  terrain  of SP/4783,  despite  the  breath-stealing  heat,  her  skin  prickled  with icy-cold, bowel-twisting fear. 

Her  gaze  slid  to  Asher"s  face,  but  he  did  not  react  to  her cowardice. Smart guy. If he"d tried to soothe her fears with some typical male platitude, she would have lashed out at him. And then felt like a heinous bitch for causing him more pain. 

She sucked in a deep breath of chemical-free air and coughed. The acrid combination of alien odors, sun-baked vegetation, dried dung,  and  assorted  animal  musk  intensified  her  strung-out emotions.  Only  the  warmth  of  Asher"s  hand  on  the  small  of  her back  as  he  gently  urged  her  from  the  ship  eased  her  paralyzing fear. 

At least it, whatever it might turn out to be, was likely to kill her quickly. 

At least she wouldn"t die alone. 

At least she would be with someone she cared about, someone who genuinely cared about her. There were far worse ways to die. 

Her gaze drifted over Asher. His sleeveless shipsuit was so tight it  was  almost  indecent.  It  clung  to  him  like  a  silvery  second  skin and highlighted his alien eyes. And his extra parts. Hard to dismiss the two distinct bulges in his groin. They drew the eye and made a girl  want  to  stroke  and  squeeze  him  there,  just  to  confirm  she wasn"t  seeing  things.  And  to  see  how  much  bigger  those 
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fascinating bulges would get if she stimulated them. 

 

Sheesh! She was doing it again, treating him like a sex-bot or a piece  of  meat.  To  cover  her  embarrassment,  she  assumed  the mantle  of  a  captain  making  certain  her  crew  was  correctly outfitted. 

“Are you sure you"ll manage without boots?” she asked, peering down  at  his  bare  feet.  “I  could  cut  up  a  pair  of  my  boots  and fashion you some sandals.” 

“I  prefer  not  to  wear  footwear.  The  soles  of  my  feet  are  very durable.”  Asher  tucked  her  against  his  side  and  draped  a comforting  arm  about  her  waist.  “Stop  fussing  over  me,  Calista. And stop worrying. It"s unlikely we"re going to die here.” 

“Unlikely,  huh?  Riiiight.  And  now  we"re  psychic,  too,  are  we? What makes you so sure?” 

“I have memories of this planet. One of my kind once sojourned here  with  his  master  and  the  two  of  them  were  dropped  off  with minimal  supplies.  They  ranged  far  and  wide,  hunting  only  to provide  enough  meat  to  sustain  themselves  for  the  duration  of their stay.” 

“Oh?” She peered up at him. “Are we talking a couple of days or a couple of weeks?” 

“Half a solar rotation.” 

“Six months? That sure doesn"t sound like the kind of thing any Imp  yet  born  would  enjoy.  The  majority  of  the  young  bucks  are spoiled,  pampered  brats  who  require  a  brace  of  servants  to  wipe their asses. They"d not survive a week fending for themselves, let alone six months.” 

“My memories suggest my ancestor"s master was an exceptional female.” 

“An Imp princess?” 

“Yes.” 

She  snorted.  “Roughing  it  in  a  place  like  this?  With  only  one servant?” 
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“Yes.” 

“Hah. I find that difficult to believe.” 

“My memories lead me to conclude the two of them were more than master and slave.” 

Curiosity crackled in her mind. She elbowed Asher to encourage him to elaborate. 

“They were… involved,” he said. 

“Involved?” 

“Romantically intimate.” 

 “Ohhh!  That,”  she  said,  nudging  Asher  with  her  hip  and waggling  her  eyebrows  in  an  insinuating  fashion,  “explains everything.” 

“It does?” 

“Of  course.  A  woman  will  endure  deprivations  beyond imagination  for  the  chance  to  have  some  alone  time  with  a  man she loves.” She giggled at his reaction to her teasing, his furrowed brow and serious expression. He hadn"t quite got the hang of being teased and took her sallies way too seriously. 

His arm snaked about her waist and he dug his fingertips into a particularly  sensitive  spot,  eliciting  a  girly  squeak.  “Even  braving unknown terrors to retrieve a substitute egg in the hope of fooling greedy Libertines?” 

Calista stumbled to a halt. He couldn"t possibly think she loved him?  Surely  not!  He  must  realize  this  whole  imprinting  business had skewed their emotions so they couldn"t be trusted. 

Attracted to him, oh yeah. 

But love? 

Her spirits plummeted, and her stomach performed some truly impressive  acrobatics  before  twisting  up  in  a  tight  knot.  She wiggled  out  from  under  his  arm  and  stepped  away,  distancing herself  physically  and  emotionally.  “Asher.  I  can"t  lie  to  you.  I don"t—” 
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“I know. As you say, you can"t lie to me.” 

And  with  that  discomfiting  utterance,  he  waved  a  hand  to indicate  the  way  ahead.  “I  believe  we"re  approaching  one  of  the planet"s security measures. It"s a field of some sort. Unfortunately, I can retrieve no other pertinent information from my memories.” 

Calista  froze.  Shit!  She"d  been  so  distracted  by  him  that  her well-developed  instincts  for  self-preservation  had  failed  her.  She hadn"t noticed anything untoward. For all that she knew, she could have  wandered  right  past  a  nest  of  ratite  eggs  without  noticing them or the presence of their beady-eyed layer. 

If  she  wanted  to  get  off  this  planet  with  her  ass  intact,  it  was time to get her head in the game. She inhaled, held the breath for a couple of seconds, then exhaled slowly while rolling her shoulders and shaking out the tension in her arms. 

Right. All systems go. Ready for anything. 

Except  that  she  couldn"t  see  a  damned  thing.  She  squinted  at the unappealing, brown-upon-brown vista that stretched in every direction  as  far  as  her  eye  could  see.  Aside  from  the  odd  scraggy tree and stunted bush, it was all grass, grass and more grass. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes.” 

She fumbled in her pocket for her scanner and thumbed it on. “Not that I"m familiar with this kind of terrain, but damned if I can spot  a  single  thing  that"s  out  of  place,”  she  muttered  after  a  few uneventful moments. She tried to quell her rising dismay. She was used to being in control, calling the shots. But if she couldn"t spot this  darned  security  measure,  she  would  be  forced  to  rely  on Asher. 

Nyuh  uh.  Not  if  she  could  help  it!  Ever  since  Nate"s  betrayal, she"d excised any temptation to rely on anyone other than herself. 

Asher  bent,  chose  a  small  dry  clod,  and  before  Calista  knew what  he  was  about,  biffed  it  toward  a  hummock  of  long  grass about five feet from where they both stood. It sailed right through 
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the so-called field without the slightest resistance, exploding  in a shower of soil particles as it hit the ground. “Interesting,” he said. 

She  swallowed  the  gargle  of  protest  that  had  lodged  in  her throat.  When  her  stuttering  heart  had  begun  to  beat  again,  she managed  to  form  actual  words.  “Interesting,  my  ass.  What  the heck is that supposed to prove?” 

“It proves that mineral and organic materials can pass through the field.” He ripped a small bush out by the roots and shook off the loose soil. 

Color her unimpressed to the max. “All it proves is that clods of dirt can pass through the fi—” Her gaze tracked the progress of the unfortunate  bush.  She  winced  as  it  smacked  the  ground.  “Okay, dirt and small bushes. Would you at least warn me before you try something like that again?” 

“Very well.” 

She waited. 

And waited. 

Men—geez! Like trying to squeeze plasma from a stone. 

She waved her scanner in the general direction he"d indicated. All she got was staccato beeps, which indicated it couldn"t read the field.  Just  to  rub  her  nose  in  it,  the  screen  spewed  out  a  heap  of nonsensical data. 

“Would  you  mind  telling  me  exactly  what  that  last  little experiment proved?” She figured that her calm, even tone showed remarkable self-restraint. 

“I would hazard a guess that the denizens of this planet are able to pass unscathed through this field,” Asher said. 

Calista chewed her lip as she wrestled with that assumption and was  finally  forced  to  concur.  “Yeah.  I  think  you"re  right.  Imps aren"t the brightest stars in the galaxy, but even they wouldn"t be so  stupid  as  to  install  a  security  measure  that  is  gonna  zap  any creature  unfortunate  enough  to  blunder  into  it.  Not  when  the planet"s supposed to be a freaking sanctuary.” 
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 Asher  cocked  his  head  to  one  side  as  he  contemplated  the… the… whatever the hell it was that he could see and she couldn"t. “I believe this to be a molecular displacement field,” he said. 

“A what field?” 

“A  molecular  displacement  field.  I  believe  it  will  be  keyed  to affect beings with a specific DNA code or even range of codes, but I can retrieve no information as to how it will affect a being that falls within the specified range.” 

“Riiight. Sure would make me feel a whole lot better if I could see it!” 

“It"s directly in front of you, not four feet from where we stand.” 

Calista slitted her eyelids and stared in front of her, consciously working  to  block  out  all  other  sensory  stimulation.  The  intense blue  of  the  sky  wavered  and  blurred.  The  trees  and  other  foliage faded  into  the  background  as  her  senses  identified  and  then discounted them. 

Concentrate. Filter out the dross. Where was it? Where—? 

There!  And  once  she  was  able  to  see  it,  she  couldn"t  un-see  it. The  merest  glossy  shimmer,  like  a  huge  bubble  stretched  to  its fullest and on the verge of bursting, distorted the air. 

“Fuck!” She shied, grabbing Asher"s arm and hauling him away from  the  almost  imperceptible  menace.  Now  she  could  see  it properly,  her  guts  twisted  even  more.  She  hadn"t  realized  that  it was so fricking large! The bloody thing extended from the ground to  around  fifteen  feet  in  height  and  approximately  ten  miles  in either  direction.  How  in  the  Great  Beyond  could  something  so extensive not even register on her scanner? 

Asher gently pushed aside her clutching hands and ripped open the fastenings of his shipsuit. 

“What  do  you  think  you"re  doing?”  she  screeched,  launching herself at him again. “No fricking way are you gonna test this field on yourself!” 

He fended her off and shrugged out of his suit. 
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Calista  gaped  like  a  virgin  laying  eyes  on  a  man  for  the  first time.  She"d  seen  it  all  before,  but  she  still  couldn"t  help  herself. Asher  in  all  his  glory  was  a  veritable  visual  feast  for  any  still breathing  female,  let  alone  one  who"d  been  going  through  a prolonged dry spell. And was continually being sorely tempted. It was like all her birthdays had come at once. Or it would have been like that if she"d been free to touch him. 

She  spotted  the  smile  that  ghosted  across  his  lips  and  tried  to harness her wayward thoughts. 

“Relax,  Calista.  I  have  no  intention  of  putting  myself  at  risk.  I merely  intend  to  test  the  field"s  reaction  to  a  synthetic  material contaminated  with  traces  of  my  DNA.”  He  rolled  his  suit  into  a tight bundle and tied the sleeves to keep it together. “Now watch.” 

She watched all right. Every rippling muscle. At her insistence he"d been wearing shipsuits, and she hadn"t seen him naked in far too long. He was a beautiful man at the best of times, but naked, he  was  out-of-this-world  gorgeous.  Broad  shoulders,  sculpted muscles,  incredibly  defined  abs.  And  those  cocks,  which  jutted unashamedly  from  his  groin  with their  heavy  pairs  of  balls.  Four balls.  Sweet  Mother!  Could  a  man  be  any  more  masculine  than Asher? She didn"t believe so. 

“Not me.” He snapped his fingers in front of her nose. “Watch the suit. I"m going to throw it through the field.” 

She  realized  she  had  been  staring.  She  felt  her  face  heat. Sheesh! Was it her imagination, or had Asher become far less the deferential  slave  since  his  rebirth?  This  behavior  was  borderline alpha. “Er, have you considered that if your clothing is destroyed, unless  we  head  back  to  the  shuttle  to  grab  you  another  shipsuit, every darn bit of you will be exposed to the sun"s rays? Odds are you"re  gonna  suffer  a  rather  painful  sunburn.  Maybe  even sunstroke.” 

He  laughed.  “I  am  a  creature  reborn  in  fire,  Calista.  I  assure you,  I  will  not  suffer  any  harm  from  over-exposure  to  the  sun"s 
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rays.” 

 

Humph. One of these days, when the current crisis had passed and time was no longer of the essence, she was gonna schedule a nice  long  chat  with  Asher.  It  irked  the  heck  out  of  her that  aside from the imprinting thing, and the whole dying-and-rising-again-from-the-ashes thing, she barely knew any damn thing about him. 

“Okay, I"m watching,” she said. 

Asher pitched the suit at the field. It flared, ringed with a fizzing halo of energy before it fell to the ground. 

He took a step toward the field. 

“Don"t  you  dare  try  walking  through  that!”  she  squeaked,  her pulse pounding with fear for him. 

“I"m only looking,” he said, bending at the waist to peer through the distortion. 

Calista"s eyes crossed and her brain went south for the duration. She already knew he  had the most fantastic butt this side of that restaurant at the edge of the sector, and the play of muscles in his butt  cheeks  as  he  bent  over  was  mesmerizing.  But  even  more fascinating  from  where  she  was  standing  was  the  way  his lowermost cock swung between his parted legs, the heavy scrotum bunched  so  that  the  skin  was  taut  and  shiny.  When  he  leaned forward for an even closer look, she could see the tip of his other cock.  And  the  view  was  so  mind-blowingly  erotic  that  the  lust she"d  been  fighting  reared  up  and  grabbed  her  by  the  throat, making it difficult to breathe.  

“My  suit  appears  to  have  emerged  from  the  field  unscathed.” Asher had turned to regard her. And given the knowing expression on his face, he knew exactly what pieces of his anatomy she"d been ogling. 

Some  of  his  emotions  leaked  through  his  barriers.  Calista  was treated  to  a  tantalizing  glimpse  of  how  pleased  he  was  that  she found him physically attractive before his mental shields slammed back into place. She wondered if his shields were weakening and if 
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she  would  eventually  be  able  to  read  his  mind  and  share  his thoughts. She"d done it once. Surely she could do it again. 

“I believe the field is not keyed to affect my species,” he said. 

She opened her mouth to say, “Appearing to be unscathed isn"t anywhere  near  good  enough!”  But  it  was  too  late.  Asher  had stepped into the field. 




Chapter Ten 

 

Terror stole Calista"s breath. Her limbs jerked and her muscles twitched  as  she  fought  an  overwhelming  need  to  follow  him  and sacrifice herself even if it meant suffering untold agonies alongside him. 

She hadn"t even realized she"d lost the battle and taken first one step and then another, edging ever nearer to the field. 

Asher stilled, his body bathed in a fiery corona of pure energy as the field crackled and fizzed around him. Stay there, Calista! You are not to risk yourself unnecessarily. His command burned into her brain, locking her muscles so that she couldn"t move. 

Now  he"d  taken  away  her  choice,  and  she  despised  him  for  it. She  wanted  to  kick  him  in  his  multiple  manly  parts  and  heap obscenities upon him, curse him for all eternity. But all she could do was watch, appalled and heartsick, imagining that any moment his body would disintegrate and she would lose him again, maybe forever this time. 

Damn you to the Great Beyond, Asher. How could you do this to me? 

Just because he was Phoenixae and could be resurrected didn"t mean he was invincible. Who knew what a molecular displacement field  could  do  to  him?  It  was  pretty  obvious  he  didn"t  have  the slightest  clue.  What  if  it  displaced  his  molecules  all  over  the freaking planet? What was she supposed to do then? 

And if there did end up being something left of him, even if she could  somehow  contrive  to  retrieve  his  remains  from  the  field without  killing  herself,  she  had  no  incendiary  device  to  set  him alight  so  he  could  be  reborn.  She  would  have  to  run  back  to  the 
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ship and risk blundering into another field. 

“Fucking idiot.” 

“Am  I  to  take  it  by  that  statement  that  you  care  for  my wellbeing?” He stretched his arms above his head, for all the world like someone reveling in a hot shower. And damn the man, he was such  a  vision  of  rippling  muscles  and  bobbing  cocks,  she  almost forgot she was pissed with him for risking himself. 

“Ahhh!”  His  groan  reeked  of  pleasure.  “This  is  wonderful!  My blood sings with energy. I feel quite rejuvenated.” 

“Asher!”  she  wailed.  “Stop  pushing  your  luck  and  get  your  ass out of there this instant!” 

He  heaved  a  visible  sigh  and  stepped  from  the  field,  snagging his shipsuit from the ground before sauntering toward her. 

Calista"s  muscles  unlocked,  and  she  almost  fainted  with  relief. “You  unholy  bastard!”  Asher  opened  his  mouth,  doubtless  to justify his actions, but she didn"t give him a chance. “Uh uh! Zip it, buster. There"s nothing you can possibly say that"s gonna make me forgive you for this.” 

He regarded her with a mild expression. “I was about to enquire as to whether or not you were wearing anything under your suit.” 

Hah! If he thought he could divert her with a change of subject, he had another think coming. “Lemme guess. You want to biff my clothing into that field next. No flaming way! I don"t do naked in public places.” 

His eyes sparkled with barely suppressed mirth. “This is hardly a  public  place.  And  because  I  wouldn"t  willingly  subject  you  to sunburn,  I  was  thinking  more  in  the  line  of  any  undergarments you  might  be  wearing.  But  since  you  aren"t  wearing  any….”  He shrugged. 

And she felt herself blushing to the roots of her hair. This mind-reading business left a girl no secrets. 

Something  snagged  Asher"s  attention  and  his  head  whipped around as he sought the source. 
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“What—?” 

“Hush!” And don’t move. There’s a creature near you. By your right boot. See? 

She  spotted  movement.  Her  gaze  latched  on  to  a  bright  blue reptilian something as it scuttled over her boot. 

Asher  lunged,  scooped  her  into  his  arms  and  pressed  her  face against  his  shoulder,  muffling  her  blood-curdling  scream.  He sighed. “What a shame. We"ve scared it off.” 

“Good.” She whacked feebly at his chest until he put her down. 

“On the contrary. I should have liked to observe the creature"s entry through the field.” 

His  tone  was  decidedly  snappish,  lacking  any  of  its  usual deference,  and  she  bristled.  She  was  on  the  verge  of  hitting  him with  a  verbal  set-down  that  would  make  his  ears  ring,  when  it occurred  to  her  this  was  exactly  how  she  wanted  him  to  be. Assertive, not hesitant to give an opinion or show how he felt. And her  ire  drained  away,  replaced  with  blossoming  pride  at  how  far he"d  come  in  so  short  a  time.  He  had  all  the  makings  of  a  true alpha male. And by the gods, when he finally shucked off his slave heritage, he was gonna be a force to be reckoned with. 

Pride aside, Calista had had enough of experimenting. And the mere thought of reptiles and such made her skin crawl. “No more mucking around. We"ve ratites to locate and one bloody great egg to steal.” She loosened the fastening of her shipsuit and huffed a breath  down  her  sweaty  cleavage.  Then,  shading  her  eyes,  she glared  at  the  unrelenting  heated  shimmer  that  represented  the horizon and vented her disgust  by viciously kicking a tuft of long grass. “Great. Just great. Like I"m dressed for an extended hike in this kind of heat.”  

Her  gaze  switched  to  her  cool  calm  collected  companion,  who appeared  to  be  unaffected  by  the  stifling  heat.  “And  like  you"re dressed  at all. How "bout you quit being an  exhibitionist and put your suit back on?” 
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To her relief and secret disappointment, he did. 

“Thank you! And since you can walk through that bloody field, you  go  on  ahead.  I"ll  walk  around  it  and  intercept  you  at  some stage.” 

She turned on her heel, intending to begin the long trudge west, but Asher grabbed her upper arm, whirling her round to face him. “This  terrain  is  swathed  in  these  fields.  Trying  to  find  a  path through  them  would  be  foolhardy,  like  trying  to  negotiate  an intricate  and  perilous  maze.  And….”  He  appeared  to  be  choosing his words. 

“And what?” She glared up at him. She figured she knew what he  was  about  to  say  and  she  didn"t  much  like  having  to  defer  to him.  Petty  or  not,  foolhardy  or  not,  she  wasn"t  gonna  go  easy  on him. 

“And  you  cannot  spot  them  as  easily  as  I.  My  memories  are indistinct, not fully formed. But my overwhelming impression is of men hemmed in by an ever-tightening ring of these displacement fields. And screams.” 

Calista"s  stomach  performed  a  nauseating  somersault.  “The fields move?” 

“I believe so. Given certain circumstances. And I would not like you to be the one to test those circumstances, Calista.” 

She  squeezed  her  eyelids  shut,  hoping  to  gain  at  least  some degree of composure, but it only made the images conjured up by her  lamentably  fertile  imagination  more  vivid.  “Okay.  So  we  stay together. Happy?” 

His grip on her arm loosened and his hand slid down to grasp hers. “Ecstatic.” He tugged her forward. 

She  hung  back,  digging  in  her  heels  to  halt  his  forward momentum. “I"ve decided that you"re right. Better that we have all the facts. Or at least, as many as we can ascertain without putting ourselves in mortal danger.” 

He released her hand but stood staring straight ahead, making a 
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point of not looking at her. She frowned at his back, chewing her lip,  uncomprehending.  Then  it  hit  her.  He  knew—of  course  he knew!—what  she  intended  and  was  trying  to  give  her  some privacy. She smiled at the unnecessary display of chivalry. “Don"t be silly. It"s not like you haven"t seen me naked before.” 

 

Pure bravado, of course, because undressing in front of a man was  an  intimate  gesture,  one  that  implied  trust  and  surrender. And other far more potent things. 

Calista  unfastened  her  shipsuit  and  peeled  it  from  her  torso, leaving  it  hanging  round  her  hips  as  she  bent  to  deal  with  her boots. When she glanced up, Asher had turned to regard her. His gaze licked her flesh, hot and wanting, setting her body afire with a throbbing, aching need. 

She  kicked  off  her  boots,  shimmied  her  suit  down  her  thighs and stood before him, hyper aware that he could not only see from her  mind  how  much  she  wanted  him,  but  he  could  see  physical evidence  of  it,  too.  It  was  stamped  all  over  her,  from  the  desire glazing  her  half-shuttered  eyes,  the  flush  pinkening  her  bared skin, her puckered nipples and breasts that felt tight and heavy, to the moisture weeping from her slit. 

Her  hands  shook  when  she  handed  him  her  suit.  “Do  your worst,”  she  said.  “Let"s  see  how  this  thing"s  gonna  react  when  it makes contact with some human DNA.” 

Asher  held  her  gaze  for  a  long  moment.  And  then  he  took  her offering and moved toward the field. 

“Wait! Aren"t you going to throw my suit into it? Like you did with yours?” 

“It can"t hurt me, Calista.” 

“Still….” 

“A  compromise,  then.”  Keeping  hold  of  the  suit"s  neckline,  he flicked his wrist and flapped the garment directly into the field. 

As  it  had  done  when  Asher  first  stepped  into  it,  the  field crackled  and  fizzed.  Calista  released  the  breath  that  she"d  been 
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holding. “I guess we were mistaken and—” 

The  field  flared  so  brightly  that  she  threw  up  a  hand  to  shield her eyes. And then she felt Asher"s arms about her, scooping  her against  his  chest,  his  muscles  bunching  as  he  ran.  She  cracked open her eyelids, blinking back the tears as she tried to focus her stinging eyes. “What the hell?” 

He  answered  directly  into  her  mind. The  field  reacted  to  the traces of DNA on your suit. It’s sending out probes, searching for you. 

Horror  tightened  her  chest  and  choked  off  further  questions. She looped an arm about Asher"s neck, buried her face in the crook of his shoulder, and held on for dear life as he increased his speed to a flat-out sprint. 

It is as I feared. It senses you are near and it’s on the move. 

There was no point demanding that Asher explain how he knew that  the  field  was  tracking  them,  nor  whether  he  had  an  actual plan  or  hoped  to  outrun  it.  She  didn"t  try  to  peer  back  over  his shoulder and gauge how close behind him the field might be. She had to trust him to keep her safe. She had no other choice. 

Seconds  turned  to  anxious  minutes  and  still  Asher  ran.  His breathing  became  more  labored,  and  Calista  wondered  how  long he  could  keep  up  this  breakneck  speed.  And  she  wondered  if  it wouldn"t be better for him to kill her quickly. She would prefer a quick clean death to the unknown agony of dying in the molecular displacement field. 

His hand on her waist tightened, fingers digging into her skin. Don’t even think it!

“But Asher, I—” 

I see this place in my memories! We’re in luck. The recent rains have temporarily formed a large body of water. 

His  exultant  tone  sparked  a  flutter  of  hope  in  Calista"s  breast. “In luck?” she gasped. 

He  slowed.  She  felt  the  powerful  muscles  of  his  thighs 
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bunching, and she dared open her eyes just as he launched himself into the air. He"d run right off the edge of a cliff. 

 

A  scream  tore  from  Calista"s  terror-parched  throat  as  they  fell for what seemed an eternity. Then, all too soon, the lake rushed up to meet them. 

Take a deep breath, Calista! 

She  managed  to  snatch  a  quick  one  before  the  impact  of  the water ripped her breath away. She couldn"t swim. She"d spent her childhood  on  a  landlocked  planet  and  as  an  adult  had  never bothered to learn. She panicked, limbs flailing as she sank beneath the  surface.  But  Asher  did  not  release  her.  To  her  horror,  he wrapped  his  arms  and  legs  around  her  torso.  He  ignored  her struggles  and  held  her  even  tighter,  his  weight  like  an  anchor bearing her to the bottom of the lake. 

Please, Calista. Be still. Trust me. 

Some  corner  of  her  frantic  mind  still  believed  he  had  her  best interests at heart. She ceased to fight. As she sank, she stared up at the  rippling  surface  of  the  water,  so  close,  so  tantalizingly  close. And then, so very far away. 

Air bubbles seeped from her nose and the corners of her mouth, floating  upward  in  a  lazy  swirling  dance.  Cold  seeped  into  her veins.  As  her  vision  blurred,  becoming  dark  and  fuzzy  round  the edges due to lack of oxygen, Asher"s mouth sought hers. He sealed his lips over hers and breathed for her. And all Calista"s fear fled, replaced by an all-consuming pleasure that burst through her body and swept her away. 




Chapter Eleven 

 

Calista  became  conscious  of  the  rhythmic  pulse  of  a  heartbeat beneath  her  cheek.  She  pried  open  her  eyelids  and  blinked.  An eye-searing  expanse  of  too-shiny  silver  wavered  into  view.  It rippled  as  gentle  hands  massaged  her  back,  warming  her  chilled skin. 

She  realized  that  she  lay  sprawled  across  Asher"s  chest,  her lower  body  cradled  by  his  spread  thighs.  And  he  was  most definitely  aroused.  The  instant  the  thought  formed  in  her  mind, his cocks jerked against her naked flesh. 

“You"re back,” he said. “About time.” 

“I"m not dead then,” she murmured. “Good to know.” 

His silent laughter buffeted her cheek. “You"re not dead, merely half-drowned.  For  which  I  apologize  profusely.  But  we  had  to remain  submerged  long  enough  for  the  field  to  pass  over  us  and register that you were no longer a threat.” 

“We"re safe?” 

“For  now.  At  least  until  we  encounter  another  field.  It"s fortunate  one  of  my  ancestors  discovered  that  the  fields  can"t detect humans submerged in water.” 

She  shivered  at  the  bald  reminder  of  how  very  close  she  had come to dying. 

His hands on her back stilled. “How do you feel?” 

“You know how I feel. And what I want.” 

And  what  she  wanted  was  to  fondle  him  and  stroke  him,  take him into her mouth and lick and nibble  and bite and tease those smooth, hard shafts of flesh. 

She  ripped  open  the  fastenings  of  his  shipsuit  and  yanked  it 
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down his arms, baring his chest to her view. She pinched his flat male  nipples,  stroked  a  hand  down  his  belly,  caressing  the  taut planes of his abs, tugging the suit down as she went, fascinated by the way his muscles flexed beneath her touch. 

 

He  didn"t  lift  his  hips  or  do  anything  to  aid  her  to  remove  his suit,  so  she  pulled  it  to  his  thighs  and  left  it  there.  She  ran  her fingernails  lightly  down  the  length  of  his  uppermost  cock,  felt  it jerk and nudge her hand as though impatient for more attention. She cupped his scrotum, fondling his balls, rolling them between her fingers until he gasped. 

“Calista….” 

“Asher.” Oh, she knew it was imprudent to want him, that her common  sense  had  been  skewed  by  the  prospect  of  dying.  She knew  her  lust  was  merely  a  by-product  of  her  emotions—terror, panic, the profound relief of having survived to fight another day, and finally, the overwhelming desire to celebrate being alive. But she didn"t care. For once in her life she was going to toss caution to the  stars  and  take  what  she  wanted.  And  the  future,  the consequences of her actions, could go take a flying fuck. 

“Are you sure?” he asked. 

Her  hand  stilled.  She  gazed  up  into  his  eyes,  willing  him  to accept  and  hoping  he  would  acquiesce.  “You  already  know  the answer to that question.” 

“I believe I might require some clarification.” 

“Clarification?” She blew out a disbelieving breath. “How"s this for clarification? I don"t care whether it"s a good idea. I don"t care whether or not this happens to be a sensible place to let down our guards. I. Don"t. Care.” She punctuated each word with a squeeze of  his  balls.  His  lightning-bolt  eyes  flashed  with  an  emotion  she was  at  a  loss  to  name,  but  she  didn"t  give  a  crap.  And  her  lips curved with feral delight when he relaxed and lay still, as if to say, Do with me as you will. 

So she did. She licked and sucked and nipped her way down his 
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body,  loving  his  sharp  intakes  of  breath  and  the  way  his  hips jerked toward her mouth as though he couldn"t help himself. She reveled in the knowledge that she was  driving him  crazy, that  he was on the brink of losing control. And she hadn"t even gotten to the good part yet. 

When she laid her cheek against his straining flesh, he groaned aloud,  a  needy,  I-shouldn"t-want-this-but-I-can"t-help-it!  groan. And she smiled as she placed a kiss against the sateen-soft skin of his  cock.  She  licked  his  length  from  root  to  tip,  and  all  the  while her fingers gently kneaded his balls. She mouthed the head of his cock,  her  tongue  darting  over  the  slit,  and  then  she  sucked  him into her mouth. 

He  thrust  his  hips,  and  if  it  wasn"t  enough  to  have  his  lower cock nudging her cheek, demanding its share of the attention, then something  truly  wondrous  happened.  The  cock  she"d  taken  into her  mouth  lengthened  and  its  girth  expanded.  It  seemed  to  be growing to fit her mouth! 

She  pulled  back,  releasing  his  cock.  And  before  he  could  utter anything  more  than  a  strangled  protest,  she  straddled  his stomach,  facing  away  from  him,  her  full  attention  on  both  his cocks. 

No, she hadn"t imagined it. The uppermost cock was definitely bigger  than  the  lower.  But  beneath  her  gaze,  it  shrank  until  it again matched the other. Fascinating! 

She  fisted  one  hand  on  the  root of  his  upper  cock  and  bent  to take him in her mouth again. Her other hand clenched around his lower cock. And she worked his erect flesh with her mouth and her hands,  her  rhythms  slow  and  deliberate  at  first,  then,  as  she  felt one  cock  swelling  in  her  mouth,  and  the  other  swelling  in  her hand,  harder  and  faster.  She  concentrated  on  relaxing  her  throat muscles  as  much  as  possible  so  that  she  could  take  almost  all  of him. 

She"d never much cared for deep-throating a man"s cock before. 
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Nate  had  always  gone  too  far,  thrusting  himself  down  her  throat until he choked her and she gagged. With him, it was always about power and possession. But with Asher it was different. She trusted him.  And,  too,  she  knew  he  was  attuned  to  her  thoughts  and wanted  only  to  pleasure  her.  He  would  never  intentionally  hurt her. Not like Nate. 

 

A  finger  swept  through  the  moisture  weeping  from  her  pussy and unerringly found her clit. And oh, it was so very tempting to let  him  continue  to  finger  her  and  bring  her  to  climax.  But  then she wouldn"t be able to concentrate, wouldn"t be able to tease and tantalize and wreak havoc upon his mind as he had been doing to her since she first laid eyes on him. 

No, she thought at him. Take your hand away. Now.

She  waited  for  him  to  obey.  And  then  imagined  the  cock  she held  in  her  mouth  shrinking  a  little,  so  that  there  was  room enough for her to use her tongue to better advantage. 

His cock shrank. 

Outstanding!  she  thought.  And  realized  her  hips  were shimmying  and  her  thigh  muscles  quivering  as  heat  pulsed through her pussy and images flooded through her mind. Images of impaling herself on that cock, letting it screw its massive length into  her,  grow  inside  her  until  it  butted  against  her  cervix  and stretched  her  pussy,  stroking  the  walls  of  her  vagina  and pleasuring  her  as  she"d  never  been  pleasured  before.  Images  of swiveling  atop  his  cock  so  that  she  presented  him  with  her  back and could take his lower cock in her fists, and pleasure him as he fucked her. 

Gods!  She  was  going  to  come,  and  that  was  so  not  on  her agenda.  Pushing  the  erotic  images  to  the  back  of  her  mind,  she concentrated on the task at hand. 

A few more firm, rhythmic strokes of her mouth and her hand, a few more firm squeezes of his balls with her fingers, and both his cocks were throbbing, straining for release. 
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She heard him give a hoarse moan, and she quickened her pace still more. 

And  then  he  came.  Or  at  least,  one  of  his  cocks  came,  spilling warm  ejaculate  over  her  hand.  The  cock  in  her  mouth  twitched, and  even  though  she  increased  her  suction  and  stroked  his  flesh with her tongue, he did not come a second time. 

She  released  both  his  cocks  and  sat  up,  hands  on  hips,  eyeing them curiously. 

The lower one curled over his thigh, spent. But the upper cock was still firm and good to go. And beneath her gaze, the other cock twitched and jerked. And stiffened. 

Whoa. Appeared he could keep going for as long as his partners could take what he had to offer. “You really are bred for sex,” she said. 

And a wave of shame engulfed her. She hunched her spine and hid  her  face  in  her  hands  to  muffle  her  sob.  He"d  been  bred  as  a slave—a  sex  slave.  And  here  she  was,  marveling  over  that  very fact? How could she use him like this? 

He  grasped  her  hips  and  lifted  her  off  him,  setting  her  on  the grass beside him. She couldn"t look at him, though, couldn"t bear to witness the condemnation in his eyes. 

“Calista. Look at me.” 

She  shook  her  head,  and  she  heard  him  expel  his  breath  in  a sharp,  impatient  huff.  There  was  a  rustle  of  clothing,  and  she guessed  he"d  covered  himself,  which  only  made  her  feel  more ashamed of what she"d done. She cringed. 

“Look at me.” His hands grasped hers and gently but inexorably forced them from her face. 

She kept her eyelids squeezed shut, but she could still smell the spicy  musk  of  his  arousal  coating  her  fingers.  And  damned  if  a spasm of lust didn"t spear right though her groin again. 

“Calista!” 

His  yell  was  so  unexpected  that  her  eyelids  popped  open  and 
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she gave a startled yelp. Her gaze skittered over his face and then down  his  body,  where  it  was  safer.  But  it  wasn"t  safer  at  all, because  he"d  shed  his  suit  and  he  was  naked.  And  gods,  she wanted him. 

 

He  snatched  her  up  against  his  chest,  and  in  one  smooth, practiced motion, hooked one foot around her ankle and toppled her backward onto the ground, following her down and blanketing her  with  his  body.  His  mouth  took  hers,  his  lips  punishing  and hard, so hard that it crossed her mind to wonder whether he might be  angry  with  her.  But  as  her  lips  parted  to  allow  his  tongue  to thrust into her mouth, as his knee spread her thighs wider and his groin ground into the juncture of her thighs, all she could think of was her own selfish needs. 

He  licked  his  way  down  her  throat,  across  her  collarbone, trailing fiery kisses down her skin until he reached her breast. His hair hid his face from view. Its silky length tickled her skin, teasing her senses, heightening her anticipation. 

When  his  tongue  swirled  across  her  nipple,  she  groaned.  She arched her back, pressing herself against his mouth, encouraging him, and then, when he continued to tease and taunt, demanding. He cupped her breast, his hand massaging her flesh as he drew her nipple into his mouth and suckled. His other hand toyed with her neglected  breast.  He  alternated  between  pinching  the  nipple  and rolling it between his fingers, and palming her entire breast. 

He bit her nipple, the small, unexpected pain eliciting a squeal of surprise. With one last lick, he soothed the throbbing hurt. And then he moved down her body, his hands caressing her sides, his hair  tracing  tantalizing  trails  across  her  flesh,  his  tongue  laving warm, wet circles around her navel. 

And lower. 

She  bucked  her  hips,  whimpering,  knowing  what  she  wanted from him. And grateful that he could take it from her mind so she didn"t have to beg. 
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He  clamped  his  hands  onto  her  inner  thighs,  urging  her  legs wider  apart,  opening  her  to  his  gaze.  She  felt  his  warm  breath caressing the lips of her labia. She tensed, waiting, wanting. But he did not consummate that most intimate of kisses. 

She raised herself up on her elbows to gaze down the length of her  body.  His  hair  still  hid  his  face.  And  he  held  himself  still,  so still that unease speared her. She reacted instinctively. She tried to close her spread legs and roll to one side, away from him, but his grip  on  her  thighs  prevented  her.  Shame  for  projecting  her  own will,  her  own  needs  and  wants  onto  him,  consumed  her.  “You don"t  have  to  do  this…  if  you  don"t  want  to,”  she  said,  her  voice catching and rising at the last word, twisting the statement into a question. “It"s unfair of me to demand anything of you. Wrong. I"m sorry.” 

He tossed his chin, flicking his hair back from his face to meet her gaze. And the storm of pure yearning darkening his eyes as he looked at her stole her breath. 

“Stop thinking, Calista. For once, let yourself be in the moment. Lie  back  and  let  yourself  feel.”  He  bent  his  head,  his  mouth hovering  above  her  mound.  His  eyelids  drifted  closed  and  his nostrils flared as he inhaled her scent. 

Then he lapped her slit. 

Her cry hung in the air, startling insects and birdlife to silence. She sank back to the ground, heedless of the fine gravel that grated her  spine,  uncaring  of  what  wildlife  might  be  lurking,  waiting  to pounce  on  the  unwary.  Even  the  nightmarish  dread  of  being chased  by  molecular  displacement  fields  faded.  There  was  only Asher, and what he was doing to her, and what he was going to do to her. 

 He  stroked  her  folds  with  his  tongue,  and  with  each  upward swipe  he  lingered  on  her  clit,  probing  the  tiny  hood  of  sensitive flesh with the tip of his tongue. Calista"s skin heated and delicate nerve  endings  tingled  as  her  body  became  more  and  more 
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sensitized to Asher"s touch. A golden haze washed her vision. Her inner  muscles  clenched  and  released,  clenched  again,  coiled  ever tighter. She could no longer draw a deep breath and was reduced to  sucking  in  shallow  gasps  of  air  and  thrusting  her  hips  against his hands like some mindless sex-bot. He suckled her clit, varying the suction to devastating effect, and her internal muscles wound tight, tighter, wanting more, needing more. 

 

He  gave  her  more,  screwing  two  of  his  fingers  into  her  pussy, then three, thrusting in and out. With each stroke he reached up deep  inside  her,  pressing  his  fingers  against  her  vaginal  wall, stimulating  her  g-spot.  He  increased  the  suction  on  her  clit, pumped his fingers faster, deeper. 

“Asher!” She screamed his name as she came with her arms out-flung,  eyes  wide  open  and  staring  up  at  the  achingly  brilliant cerulean sky. 

When  she  could  breathe  again,  when  the  lust-fueled  haze  had receded  and  she  could  think  coherently,  Calista  couldn"t  quite believe  what  she  had  initiated.  And  worse,  how  much  of  their precious  time  she  had  wasted  on  fulfilling  her  own  sexual  needs. She"d  acted  like  a  self-indulgent  bitch,  caring  about  nothing  but her own pleasure. What the freaking heck was wrong with her? 

Huh.  Stupid  question.  She  knew  exactly  what  was  wrong  with her.  And  right  now,  he  lay  between  her  spread  legs,  his  cheek resting on her inner thigh. 

His  breath  whooshed  out  in  an  audible  sigh  as  he  sat  up  and extended a hand to help her stand. “Don"t be sorry, Calista. Even you, with all your fierce morals and steely will, are only human.” 

She accepted his hand and allowed him to pull her to her feet. And she couldn"t help the gasp that escaped her when her gaze slid down  his  body.  Her  heart  pounded.  Her  face  went  hot-cold-hot. And damned if she didn"t feel that insidious coil of lust pooling in her groin all over again. She wanted to fuck him. Really fuck him. She  wanted  to  take  both  of  his  deliciously  erect  cocks  inside  her 
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body, one in her pussy and one in her ass.  And when she"d done that,  after  he"d  come,  she  wanted  to  start  all  over  again  and  ride his cocks and work him into a frenzy, make him scream her name as he came. 

Instead, she took the shipsuit he held out to her and donned it without  a  murmur.  “What  happened  to  mine?”  she  asked,  proud that her voice sounded calm and controlled, displaying no outward evidence  of  the  stunning  regret  she  felt.  He  was  right,  of  course. He  couldn"t  indulge  her  any  further.  They  couldn"t  have  sex.  Not now. Not here. Thank gods, one of them had some common sense. 

“The field destroyed your suit,” he said. 

“Oh.” She fought to repress a shudder. “And my boots?” 

“I  have  no  idea.  We  could  go  back  and  search  for  them,  I suppose, but it might be quicker to head back to your ship.” 

Calista took a few experimental steps and winced as the tender soles of her feet protested her lack of footwear. Some hardass she was. Take away her boots and she was freaking useless. “Is it far? I"ve  lost  all  sense  of  direction.”  And  boy,  did  it  gall  her  to  admit that. 

“About fifteen minutes easy walk.” 

“Fine,” she said,  assuming control. “Let"s head back and re-kit ourselves.” She stalked past him, angry with herself for displaying weakness. Angry with him for being her weakness. 

“Calista,” he said. 

She halted. “What?” 

“You can"t see the displacement fields until you"re almost on top of them, remember?” 

A  not-so-subtle  reminder  of  how  freaking  useless  she  was proving  to  be  on  this  particular  expedition.  She  might  as  well cower in her ship and leave him to it! “I guess you"ll be leading the way, then.” 

“You  guess  right.”  He  strode  forward  to  take  her  arm.  “And you"re not useless. Or weak. You"re the strongest person I know.” 
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She  snorted  at  that.  “Yeah.  And  like  you  can  compare  because you know soooo many people, Asher.” 

“I know what I know,” he said. And remained silent for the rest of the journey. 




Chapter Twelve 

 

 

Calista grabbed Asher"s arm and tugged him to a halt. “Look!” Her  voice  squeaked,  and  he  knew  it  was  caused  by  a  mixture  of excitement and fear. 

He  pretended  he  still  had  not  spotted  their  quarry.  Calista would  feel  far  better  believing  she  was  an  essential  part  of  this expedition,  not  a  burden.  He  squinted,  following  a  straight  line from her pointing finger with his gaze  and  made the appropriate noises of surprise. 

She ushered him to a conveniently placed tree and they huddled behind  it  to  spy  on  the  group  of  large  birds.  “They  appear  be grazing, or whatever it is large flightless birds do,” she whispered. “And I thought they had black and white plumage, but these are all gray.” 

“These are females,” he murmured. “And see the female sitting over there? She is difficult to spot because her plumage blends so well with her surroundings.” 

 “Whoa! Great camouflage.” She slanted him a speculative gaze from beneath her lashes. “You spotted these birds ages ago, didn"t you?” 

For a second, Asher contemplated lying. “Yes.” 

“Jerk,” she said, and whacked him on the arm. “Stop pandering to my delicate female sensibilities. As you pointed out, you can see those  damned  fields  so  it  makes  sense  that  you"re  the  one  in charge. For now. But don"t get used to it, „kay?” 

“Okay.” Asher grinned down at her scowling face and pressed a kiss  on  the  tip  of  her  nose.  He  chuckled  at  her  cross-eyed expression and turned his attention back to the birds. “The female 
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will be incubating eggs. The male scrapes a pit in the ground, and all his females lay their eggs  in the communal nest. That nesting female is the one we must confront.” 

 

Calista shifted uneasily and scratched an insect bite on her arm, using  the  gesture  to  try  and  mask  her  growing  apprehension. “There"s gotta be at least twelve of the ruddy creatures,” she said. “Wouldn"t we have a better chance if we sneaked up on the nest at night?” 

“A male will incubate the eggs when the sun goes down,” he told her. “His black plumage greatly decreases the chances the nest will be detected by predators at night. Despite his smaller size, he will be a far more formidable adversary than his females.” 

“Good point.” 

When she shivered and rubbed her arms, he plucked from her mind  the  image  of  the  male  ratite  that  her  ship"s  database  had displayed. He would have eased her fears with some platitude but knew she was far too intelligent to accept such nonsense from him. And  for  now,  it  suited  him  to  have  her  fearful.  Horror  danced down  his  spine  at  the  thought  of  her  blundering  into  a displacement field.  Or standing blindly unaware as one ensnared her and slowly closed around her. 

To  further  encourage  her  to  stay  put  and  not  insist  on accompanying him, he said, “And I do not know how easily I will be able to locate displacement fields in the dark. I would prefer not to take such risks with your life.” 

A tiny whimper escaped her lips and he squeezed her shoulder. “I will not allow such a thing to happen to you.” 

She  leaned  into  him.  And  because  Calista"s  displaying  such vulnerability in his presence was rare, Asher allowed his curiosity to get the better of him. Out of courtesy, he had made a habit of skimming only her surface thoughts. This time he probed deeper, winnowing  through  her  emotions  until  he  encountered  her innermost hopes and fears. 
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She"d  never  before  encountered  a  man  who  wanted  to  protect her. 

Her father had remained conspicuously absent throughout her childhood.  Her  mother"s  death  had  been  the  catalyst  for  him turning  up  out  of  the  blue  to  steal  her  away  from  the  youth education facility she"d been assigned to. He"d taken her under his wing,  and  she"d  been  thrilled  by  the  attention.  She"d  convinced herself that he wanted her all along, but her mother hadn"t allowed him to see her. 

Then one of his crew had taken pity on her naïve hero-worship and  told  her  the  truth.  Her  father"s  interest  had  stemmed  from someone hacking into the education database and selling him her psych  and  test  scores.  The  implication  was  that  if  she"d  failed  to measure up, he would have left her there without a single regret. So  although  Calista  had  been  grateful  as  all  heck  to  him  for mentoring her and eventually gifting her with Doppelganger, she could never bring herself to love him. Or to trust him. 

And Nate? 

Even at the beginning of their relationship, when he"d gone all out to convince Calista  he was madly in love with her, he"d never tried to protect her. He"d always been more than happy to let her fight  her  own  battles.  She  once  thought  it  was  because  Nate considered  her  his  equal.  Now  she  believed  he"d  gotten  his  kicks from  watching  her  wade  into  the  fray  over  and  over  again  in  an effort to prove herself worthy of his love. 

Instead of feeling smothered or lessened by  Asher"s instinct to protect her, Calista was pleased that he appeared to have shed the master-slave complex he"d first displayed and was “finally growing some balls”. 

Asher  basked  in  the  warmth  of  her  unspoken  approval.  And hoped that he would continue to meet her expectations. 

“So  how  shall  we  do  this?”  Calista  asked.  “Mama  ratite  looks very settled on that nest. And more than capable of defending it.” 
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She  gnawed  at  her  lower  lip  until  Asher  tapped  it  with  his forefinger. 

 

“You will make your lip bleed.” 

 She uncrossed her  eyes and wrinkled  her nose. “I keep telling myself I"ll use a stunner as a last resort, but those things are scary enough  that  I"m  tempted  to  zap  the  lot  of  „em  right  now!”  She licked her lips and went back to gnawing, unable to help herself. Illegals and Imps and men in  general, I can handle. But wholly unpredictable wild creatures? Not so much. 

She broadcast the thought to him as clearly as if she"d spoken it aloud.  Her  nerves  were  fraying,  and  he  knew  she  felt  out  of  her depth, a feeling compounded by her fears for his safety. “It"ll be all right, Calista. I am more than a match for these creatures.” 

She quirked an eyebrow and blew out a sharp breath. “Famous last  words.  Okay.  Let"s  do  this.  I  can"t  stand  the  waiting  any longer.” 

Asher knew she would be furious with him for yet again taking matters  into  his  own  hands,  but  that  wasn"t  going  to  stop  him. There  was  no  need  for  her  to  have  to  pluck  up  the  courage  to attempt  something  terrifying,  not  when  he  was  here.  She  had insisted he was her equal. Now was the time for him to prove her right. Whether she liked it or not. 

“Stay here.” It was a command, not a suggestion. He surged to his feet and stepped out into the open. 

**** 

For  precious  seconds,  Calista"s  world  stilled,  and  she  couldn"t move so much as a muscle while Asher strolled toward the herd— flock?  gaggle?—of  ratites.  From  his  casual  manner,  anyone watching  him  would  have  been  forgiven  for  thinking  the  birds were innocuous little creatures incapable of harming a fly instead of the dangerous, evil-eyed beasties Calista knew them to be. 

When  time  resumed,  she  discovered  that  she  had  fisted  her hand  over  her  heart.  She  was  vaguely  surprised  to  feel  it  still 
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beating.  Surely,  given  yet  another  nasty  shock,  it  should  have curled up and quit for good. 

She would have crawled on her belly through the grass, making at  least  some  attempt  to  camouflage  herself.  But  not  him.  He approached the beasties like he didn"t have a care in the universe. Like  they  were  fluffy  little  domesticated  felines  instead  of  wild animals that could kick his ass into orbit. 

Gah! There was ballsy behavior, and then there was sheer male idiocy.  Guess  which  category  Asher  had  neatly  managed  to  slot himself into? Bloody stupid man! 

She  opened  her  mouth  to  yell  at  him  and  insist  he  get  his handsome  ass  back  behind  the  tree,  but  sanity  prevailed.  She clamped her lips shut. She didn"t want to risk spooking the birds and provoking them into a stampede, or whatever the heck these creatures  did  when  they  got  riled.  “Get  back  here!”  she  hissed, aware his superior hearing would carry her voice to him. “No way am I cowering behind a tree and leaving you at the mercy of these freaking nightmares on legs!” 

He halted and, to her profound relief, turned back toward her, tapping his forehead to indicate that he would mind-speak her. I don’t  doubt  your  bravery,  Calista,  or  your physical  capabilities. At any other time I would expect you to be right here by my side, but the nest borders a displacement field and I will not risk you. 

Her  ire  subsided.  “Oh.  That"s  all  right  then,  I  guess.  In  that case—”  she  flapped  her  hand  in  a  shooing  motion.  “Off  you  go. Have fun. Don"t let any of them peck you, „cuz I reckon that might be rather painful. And don"t break the damn egg!” 

He winked and blew her a kiss. 

Awww!  She  melted  into  a  little  puddle  of  warm  girly  goo  and heaved an appreciative sigh as she watched him break into a run. 

The ratites quit grazing and jerked up their heads as he neared them.  Calista  thought  that  her  heart  would  give  up  the  ghost altogether. She expected they"d either rush Asher to drive him off 
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or scatter. They did neither. They followed his progress with their beady-eyed  gazes  as  he  slowed  to  a  walk.  Then,  damned  if  they didn"t ignore him and carry on foraging. 

 

The  nesting  bird  didn"t  so  much  as  squawk  a  protest  as  Asher sauntered right on up to her and squatted on his haunches before her nest. 

What  ensued  might  have  appeared  to  be  a  conversation  if Calista  hadn"t  known  better.  Or  perhaps  it  was.  Perhaps  Asher really  was  conversing  with  mama  bird.  Sheesh,  for  all  she  knew, Phoenixae and ratites shared some common DNA. 

She  held  her  breath  as  she  observed  Asher  reaching  into  the nest.  And  she  didn"t  release  it  until  he"d  straightened  and  she spotted  the  large  egg  cradled  against  his  chest.  She  even smothered  her  overwhelming  impatience  and  waited  till  he  was halfway  back  before  she  ventured  from  her  hiding  place  to  meet him. 

“Wow.” She stroked the egg. “You know, it kinda does look like yours did.” 

He  halted,  maneuvering  the  egg  into  the  crook  of  one  arm before glancing back over his shoulder. His body tensed. Even at this distance, the field has detected you and deemed you a threat. It’s moving. Run, Calista! Run! 

She  fled  back  in  the  direction  of  her  ship,  choosing  the  most direct route and trusting that Asher would warn her of any lurking displacement fields. 

He"d  just  drawn  alongside  her  and  grabbed  her  hand  when Calista  heard  something  that  scared  her  even  more  than  the thought  of  being  trapped  by  a  displacement  field.  The  ominous rumble of a ship"s thrusters. 

“Are  we  gonna…  make  it  to  my…  ship?”  Calista  didn"t  dare glance  back.  All  her  efforts  were  concentrated  on  ignoring  her shrieking  muscles  and  running  as  if  her  life  depended  upon  it. Which it very well might. 
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“We"ll make it.” 

She  believed  him.  He  didn"t  appear  to  be  out  of  breath  or anywhere  near  to  exerting  himself.  She  could  well  imagine  him tossing her over his shoulder and maintaining his current pace. 

“Which I will surely do if you begin to flag,” he warned. 

“What will the field do to my ship?” 

“We"ll  be  safe  inside  your  ship.  Now,  will  you  hush  and  save your breath for running, or will I be forced to carry you?” 

Stubborn bitch that she was, she managed to increase her speed ever so slightly although her heart felt like it was gonna explode. And  because  she  wasn"t  allowed  to  talk,  she  chewed  over  their second-most pressing problem. The unidentified ship. 

SP enforcers or illegals? It was a toss-up which was the lesser of the two evils. 

Coincidence?  She  didn"t  think  so.  She  very  much  feared  they had arrived because they"d been searching for her ship. 

As  Calista  and  Asher  neared  a  small  stand  of  trees,  four  men stepped out of hiding. Calista recognized a couple of Nate"s crew. No coincidence, then. Their clever prick of a captain must have got one of his cronies to plant a bug on her ship, probably while she"d been docked on Agraria. 

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck! 

“Yo, Calista!” 

That was Valder, Nate"s sleazy 2IC. Great. Just great. 

“Stop right where you are, or I"ve orders to stun you!” 

“Shove  your  orders  up  your  ass!”  she  shrieked,  clutching Asher"s hand tighter and herding him away from the men. “There"s an SP security field closing in on us!” 

“Oh,  that  old  molecular  displacement  field?  I  can  make  it disappear.”  Valder  brandished  a  small  palm-held  device  at  her. “Just like that.” 

Don’t  stop  running,  she  thought  at  Asher. And  as  we  pass  by 
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him, chuck the egg at him. 

 

Calista, I— 

Do it! 

As  they  sprinted  past  the  group  of  men,  Asher  lobbed  his precious burden at Valder. The appalled expression on the idiot"s face as he dove for the egg was priceless. 

Doppelganger  loomed,  its  tantalizing  nearness  provoking Calista  to  put  on  another  burst  of  speed.  Asher  dropped  back  to cover  her  as  she  barreled  toward  the  hatch.  The  instant  she muttered  the  entry  code  and  they  were  on  board,  they  would  be safe. For a while, at least. And if she could get the jump on Nate, they had a chance. Then all she had to do was locate and disable the tracker he"d secreted somewhere on her ship and he wouldn"t be able to find her again. 

Before she could catch her breath enough to voice-activate the hatch, it opened. She caught a glimpse of Nate and two others, and a  metallic  flash  at  the  edge  of  her  vision.  Her  brain  screamed weapon! 

“Gotcha,” Nate said, but Calista was already reacting, throwing herself  backward  and  twisting  mid-air,  trying  to  get  her  legs beneath her so the instant that she landed, she could run. 

She  was  too  slow.  The  stun-gun"s  beam  smacked  her  between the shoulder blades and she sprawled face-first in the dirt. 

“Calista!” Asher"s scream hung in the air and echoed so loudly in her mind that her ears hurt. Heedless of the danger, he rushed toward her. He rolled her over, and she stared up at him, willing him to leave her and save himself. 

She  wanted  to  warn  him  but  couldn"t  speak.  All  she  could  do was  moan  and  twitch  as  her  useless  muscles  spasmed  and  her nerve-endings  begged  to  be  put  out  of  their  misery.  She  tried  to thread  together  a  coherent  warning  from  the  piecemeal  thoughts careening  round  in  her  head  and  project  them  at  Asher,  but  it appeared he couldn"t make sense of the chaos in her mind. 
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Either that, or he chose to stay. For her. 

The thought gave her no comfort. 

A tear leaked from the corner of her eye as Asher ran his hands over her limbs, checking for injuries. “Calista, speak to me.” 

“Put  your  hands  in  the  air  and  back  off,  freakazoid,”  an unfamiliar voice ordered. 

“What  he  said.”  She  heard  Nate"s  drawling  voice  again.  “No funny  business,  or  the  next  stun  will  be  set  to  maximum.  Which can actually kill a person, in case you were wondering.” 

Asher  gathered  her  into  his  arms.  “I"m  not  afraid  of  your weapons.” 

“Oh,  I"m  not  talking  about  you,”  Nate  said.  “I"m  talking  about her. My loving ex-wife.” 

Asher stood with Calista cradled against him. He made no effort to  escape.  When  she  heard  more  voices,  she  understood  why. Valder  and  the  rest  of  Nate"s  search  party  had  returned.  Leaving Asher and herself grossly outnumbered. 

“What"s that yellow shit all over your suit, Valder?” Nate asked. “Do you have something you"d like to tell me?” 

“He threw the egg at me, Nate, and—” 

“Lemme hazard a guess. And you"re a lousy catch.” 

“I"m sorry, Nate. I—” 

“Never mind. I have an inkling that egg wasn"t really important. Was it, Calista, baby?” 

Calista  rolled  her  too-heavy  head  against  Asher"s  chest  until Nate"s  face  swam  into  view.  His  eyes—the  regular  and  the prosthetic  one—gleamed,  and  his  mouth  twisted  in  a  triumphant smile. And even though he was still leaning  nonchalantly against the open  hatchway, she felt the weight of his implacable will, his greed,  and  his  need  for  vengeance  as  surely  as  if  he"d  sauntered over and ground the stun-gun into her temple. She closed her eyes and took refuge in the darkness that surged up to claim her. 




Chapter Thirteen 

 

 

Calista  pried  open  her  eyelids.  And  very  much  wished  she hadn"t  when  Valder"s  scar-pocked  face  contaminated  her  vision. His  fleshy  lips  curved  into  a  nausea-inducing  grin  as  he  watched her struggle to comprehend where  she was  and why  she  couldn"t move her limbs. 

Panic  clawed  her  gut  as  the  truth  of  her  situation  pierced  her brain. 

They"d  strapped  her  to  a  gurney  in  the  sickbay  of  Nate"s  ship. And  she  was  alone  with  Valder.  The  only  plus  in  this  whole scenario was that she was still clothed, which hopefully meant— 

He leered at her. 

Oh shit. She clamped down on her fear, holding her body rigid to  prevent  herself  from  shaking.  Because  once  she  started,  she might not be able to stop. 

“There,  there,  Calista,”  he  crooned,  stroking  a  callused  finger down her cheek. “Nothing for you to worry your pretty little head about. You relax and we"ll have us some fun.” 

Her skin crawled. She choked down the bile searing her throat. And  then  cursed  her  reflexes  beneath  her  breath.  Nothing  like copping a face-full of vomit to distract a man bent on rape. 

Calista  had  come  close  to  being  raped  once.  It  was  an occupational  hazard  for  any  woman  who  traveled  solo  as extensively  as  she  did.  Looked  like  she  was  about  to  discover firsthand how degrading and demeaning and horrific being raped would be. She hoped that Asher wasn"t reading her thoughts right now. She dreaded to think what stunt he might pull to prevent this from happening. 
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She  turned  her  head  aside  to  focus  on  a  spot  on  the  wall  and perhaps block out what Valder was about to do.  

But he grabbed her chin, squeezing painfully as he forced her to look at him. “Nate"s had a change of heart,” he said. “You see, he was gonna leave you to the tender mercies of SP enforcers, hungry wild animals or molecular displacement fields. In fact, me and the rest of the crew had a bet on as to how long you"d last and what would  get  you  first.  But  your  alien  fuck  buddy  convinced  Nate  it would be criminal to leave such a fine piece of ass lying in the dirt. So  Nate  had  another  think  and  decided  he"d  bring  you  along  for the ride.” 

He bent closer, his tongue snaking out to moisten his lips as if tasting her fear. His breath quickened as his hand slid down to cup Calista"s groin. “And I"m real grateful he did.” His fingers probed the  suddenly  too  thin  material  of  her  shipsuit.  “Bet  you"re  real grateful, too, huh?” 

She  managed  to  work  enough  saliva  into  her  mouth  to  spit  in his eyes. 

“You  fucking  bitch!”  He  backhanded  her  full  across  the  face with such force that her teeth cut into her cheek. 

Calista! Calistaaaaaaaa! The shouts reverberated through her skull,  throbbed  through  her  body  like  a  superheated  wave  and sparked involuntary muscle spasms that made her jerk and thrash against the restraints. 

Asher. 

And in his panic, his fears for her safety, he"d left himself wide open. 

From  the  deepest  recesses  of  his  mind,  Calista  instinctively drew on a reservoir of alien knowledge and  winnowed through it until she found what she needed. And  she used it ruthlessly. She clamped down on her emotions, walled them away and shut Asher out. She pinched off the bond until the merest thread linking her to  him  remained  and  his  shouts  dwindled  to  a  barely  discernible 
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background hum. 

 

She  wouldn"t  allow  him  to  share  her  fears,  her  despair,  her shame. She couldn"t bring herself to be so cowardly, to invite him in  and  expect  him  to  provide  mental  and  emotional  succor,  to drain himself to give her the strength and courage she needed to endure  rape  and  humiliation  at  Valder"s  hands.  It  would  be  a needless  cruelty.  Asher  needed  to  concentrate  on  saving  himself. This she would endure alone. 

Besides, Valder was a mere thug. He could do what he liked to her body, but he would never be able to damage her soul. Unlike Nate,  the  true  menace,  the  man  who  knew  her  so  intimately  and possessed the devious ingenuity to make her truly suffer. 

Calista spat bloody mucus from her mouth and bared her teeth at Valder. “Touch me again and I"ll chew your face off.” 

“Ya  think? We"ll  see  how  mouthy  you  are  when  I  dope  you  up with meds and—” 

The  sickbay  door  whooshed  open.  Valder  stumbled  away  from her  and  pretended  to  be  absorbed  in  plucking  non-existent  lint from his clothing. 

“Valder,”  Nate  said.  “Fancy  meeting  you  here.  You  look  a  bit peaky, my man. Perhaps you"re coming down with something.” He sauntered over to pat the gurney next to Calista"s. “Why don"t you lie  down  here  and  have  a  little  rest  while  I  program  a  full diagnostic?” 

His 2IC turned gray as a dab of Final Frontier solder paste. “I was just—” 

“Making yourself scarce before I conclude that your organs and assorted body parts are worth more to me than you are. Now fuck off.” 

Valder slunk from the room. 

Calista  gave  her  jaw  an  experimental  wiggle  and  tried  not  to wince at the throbbing pain in her cheek. Her face hurt like forty bastards, but nothing was broken. “Still keeping your crew in line 
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with  threats,  I  see.  Better  watch  your  back, darling.  One  of  these days he"s gonna have a go at you.” 

Nate  loosed  a  derisive  bark  of  laughter.  “Who,  Valder?  He hasn"t got the balls.” 

“You would know best, of course.” 

Nate  grasped  Calista"s  chin  and  angled  her  head  so  that  he could assess the damage. “Gonna have one helluva bruise, baby. I might have to make an example of poor old Valder after all. Can"t have my crew mistakenly believing they can play with you without my express permission.” 

“Whatever. Are you gonna release me from the restraints?” 

“Now  where  would  be  the  fun  in  that?”  He  waggled  his eyebrows and slanted her a look  Calista remembered well. It had once been an invitation to partake in a bout of down-and-dirty sex. And once upon a time, she would have been eager to oblige. Now, she doubted she would be able to endure her ex-husband"s touch without screaming. 

He leaned over her, his breath fanning her face. “Getting all hot and bothered, huh, baby?” 

“In your dreams.” 

He pressed a quick kiss to her mouth and backed off. Not that Calista  would  have  tried  anything,  not  when  her  limbs  were  so snugly held by the gurney"s restraints. 

Nate  was  far  more  dangerous  than  his  2IC.  Whereas  Valder would have roughed her up and then had his fun, Nate was likely to get creative. Calista didn"t want to consider what procedures he might  decide  to  program  into  the  medi-probes.  Without  the benefit  of  analgesics,  even  submitting  to  diagnostics  could  be  a form of torture. And as for actual surgery…. 

The door opened again to admit two of Nate"s crew dragging a third man between them. 

Asher! 

The  bond  between  Calista  and  Asher  pulsed  as  he  mentally 
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pushed and prodded, demanding she remove the restriction she"d imposed upon it and give him access to her thoughts. She refused to  give  in.  She  shored  up  her  mental  barriers  to  the  best  of  her abilities  and  prayed  to  all  popular  gods  that  she  would  remain strong enough to shut him out. For him to see her in this state was bad enough. She would not let him intimately share how much it wounded her soul to see him at Nate"s mercy. She would not allow him to suffer her pain. 

 

“Ah, here"s our other guest,” Nate said, as his men released their burden and Asher collapsed to the floor. 

He  lay  unmoving.  His  eyes  were  closed  and  his  swollen, bloodied  face  was  slack.  The  bruises  from  a  recent  beating  were already  blooming.  It  took  every  bit  of  self-control  Calista possessed not to react. 

“He went ballistic,” Nate told her. “Kept yelling that Valder was about  to  have  his  wicked  way  with  you,  wouldn"t  shut  up  until  I came  down  to  check  on  you.  I  can"t  imagine  how  he  could  know what was going on in here. Can you, baby?” Nate tapped his lower lip  with  his  forefinger.  “Unless  you  and  he  enjoyed  some  sort  of mental bond.” 

Her  stomach  knotted.  If  Nate  knew  about  Asher"s  bond  with her…. 

Her  blood  turned  to  ice  in  her  veins.  A  cold  worm  of  despair oozed down her spine, and she pressed her lips shut against a wail. Nate  did  know.  He  had  set  this  up.  He"d  known  that  Valder wouldn"t be able to keep his dick in his suit. He"d left her to that slime-ball"s  tender  mercies  and  then  kicked  back  to  watch  how Asher reacted. 

They were so screwed. 

“I have no idea what you"re talking about,” she said. 

Nate  threw  back  his  head  and  laughed.  When  he"d  finished laughing and fixed his unwavering gaze on Calista again, his eyes were cold and deadly. “Cut the crap, Calista. You"re gonna tell me 
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everything you know about this freak of yours.” 

Deep  inside,  she  quailed.  Outwardly  she  tried  for  cool unconcern. “Or?” 

Nate"s smile was like a knife thrust to the belly. Calista bit her tongue so that she wouldn"t whimper. She knew Nate would get off on knowing how shit-scared she was right now. 

Without taking his gaze from her face, Nate snapped his fingers at  the  two  crewmen  who  were  still  standing  guard  over  Asher"s prone form. “Do it.” 

They pulled las-pistols from their belts. 

Calista"s  throat  tightened  and  her  heart  stuttered.  Not  stun-guns, Imp military issue las-pistols. They meant business. 

“I"ve been dying to ask you,” she said, hoping to buy some time by  playing  to  Nate"s  vanity.  “How  did  you  manage  to  bypass  my security system and board Doppelganger?” 

“My new employer values me highly, meaning I"ve got access to tech you"d cream yourself over. Including a nifty little device that lets me scan all the information from a ship"s datacore. Of course I can"t alter the data—” 

He appeared to be waiting for a reaction, so she provided him with the expected one. “Of course you can"t alter it.” 

The information stored on a ship"s datacore was for all intents and purposes inaccessible. In the past fifty years there"d been only one  publicly  documented  case  of  a  datacore  being  removed  and analyzed—an  Imp  battlecruiser  captained  by  a  man  who"d  been accused of cowardice in the field by one of his subordinates. It had taken  months  of  arduous  work  by  teams  of  dedicated  „core programmers  to  extract  and  decode  the  information  required  to justify executing the unfortunate man. 

Nate"s gaze lit up with triumphant glee. “I can"t alter the data, but I can mirror it. And then, with a little bit of help from another handy little device, I can interpret it.” 

Whoa.  Calista  was  momentarily  startled  from  her  fear  by  the 
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magnitude  of  his  claim.  Such  a  device  had  the  power  to  bring down  entire  regimes—illegals,  underground  factions  and Imperium  alike.  Imagine  data  about  every  planet  a  ship  visited, every action taken by its crew, everything stored in its computers, every  damn  thing  that  happened  aboard  that  ship  and  within range of its scanners being available to anyone. For the right price. 

 

Everything stored in a ship"s computers. Her ship"s computers. Gods! “How long?” she whispered. 

“Long enough.” 

“And the tracking device?” 

“Ah. You figured that out, too. Clever Calista.” He thumbed the control panel on her gurney and the backrest hummed upright. All the better for him to smirk at her while he rubbed his evil genius in her face. 

“I"ve been tracking you for a few years. You"ve not made it easy, jumping all over the galaxy, but I"ve always been able to locate you again.  The  latest  tracker  they"ve  given  me  can  track  a  ship"s particle emissions through hyperspace.” 

She stared at him, soul-sick, all her pride in the life she"d carved out for herself and everything she"d achieved in the past few years now  tainted.  She"d  never  truly  escaped  him.  He  could  have boarded  her  ship  and  taken  control  whenever  he  liked.  He"d merely been playing with her, biding his time. 

“And  now  that  I"ve  been  so  terribly  forthcoming,”  Nate  said, “would  you  be  so  kind  as  to  tell  me  about  your  fascinating companion?” 

“If you"re so fucking clever, figure it out yourself.” Calista clung to  a  small  degree  of  pride  because  her  voice  held  steady,  even  if her body betrayed her by breaking out into a cold sweat. 

“I was rather hoping you"d say that.” Nate snapped his fingers at  his  lackeys,  all  the  while  keeping  his  gaze  fixed  upon  Calista"s face. “Say bye-bye to lover-boy, baby.” 




Chapter Fourteen 

 

 

Thank the gods Asher was unconscious. He would never know what happened. 

His  soul,  the  very  essence  of  him  will  know.  He’ll  know  you said  nothing,  did  nothing  to  prevent  this.  Calista  ignored  that insistent  inner  voice.  Asher  would  understand.  He  would  forgive her even if she could never forgive herself. 

She  comforted  herself  with  visions  of  escaping  her  bonds  and dealing with Nate"s crew. Dealing with Nate in no uncertain terms. Resurrecting Asher and making a life with him on some far distant planet. 

Then one of Nate"s thugs pressed a hypo to Asher"s neck, and he stirred. 

“No,” she whispered, appalled by Nate"s cruelty. “Please! I"ll do anything you want. Anything!” 

“Too late, baby. Consider it a lesson in how it"s gonna be from now on.” 

Anguish welled in her soul, but Calista refused to let it take her. She knew that if she revealed her weakness, Nate would revel in it. Use it against her. And Asher would suffer the consequences. 

When  Asher  was  conscious  and  fully  cognizant  of  his surroundings,  Nate  explained  to  him  what  was  going  to  happen. And why. 

Asher didn"t struggle when they hauled him up and forced him to kneel, but Calista believed she was the sole person in the room who understood that it wasn"t fear or utter despair that kept him compliant.  He  hadn"t  given  up  because  he  had  the  butt  of  a  las-pistol jammed beneath his chin. He wouldn"t have struggled in any 
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case.  She  believed  that  even  if  they  hadn"t  already  yanked  his hands behind his back and secured them, he would have willingly knelt, willingly placed his hands on his thighs and bowed his head. And if it hadn"t been a las-pistol, if it had been a dagger poised to take  his  life,  he  would  have  offered  his  throat.  A  perfectly composed condemned prisoner, resigned to his fate. 

 

Her  heart  broke  as  she  gazed  at  him.  Everything  she"d  taught him had come to this. 

“Anything  you  want  say?”  Nate  asked  in  a  bored  tone.  “Any heartfelt pleas for clemency? Any declarations of undying love and other boring shit?” 

Asher  raised  his  head  and  gazed  directly  at  Calista. Do whatever you must to survive, my love. 

Whatever she must? 

What did Asher want her to do? 

Confess all and tell Nate how to bring him back to life? Did he want to spend the rest of his life as a slave? Did he want to die and stay dead? 

Calista  knew  what she  wanted,  but  what  she  wanted  didn"t matter. 

She  could  have  shut  her  eyes  and  withdrawn  from  reality  to protect  herself  from  the  horror  of  witnessing  Asher"s  death.  But she didn"t. She owed him at least that much. And some tiny part of her hoped Nate wouldn"t give the signal. 

She  should  have  remembered  what  a  callous  bastard  he  truly was. 

Nate drew a finger across his throat. 

The  man  holding  the  gun  beneath  Asher"s  chin  thumbed  the trigger,  and  the  beam  seared  through  Asher"s  skull  to  exit  at  the top  of  his  head.  He  died  instantly.  As  his  corpse  slumped  to  the ground, the stench of charred flesh perfumed the air. 

His  death  could  have  been  far  worse.  It  could  have  been  slow and  painful,  a  torturous  affair.  It  was  quick,  and  for  that  Calista 
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was grateful. 

It was the one thing she could be grateful for at this moment. 

She  waited  for  something  ghastly  to  happen  to  her,  too.  She waited  for  Nate  to  laugh  at  her  pain,  jeer  at  her  sorrow,  tell  her how worthless and pathetic she was, make her believe she"d been fooling herself if she thought a man like Asher could love her. She waited to lose control, to hear herself howling and giving voice to her  soul-deep  agony.  But  although  her  heart  shriveled  with  loss and  she  yearned  to  blank  out  the  horror  of  what  she"d  just witnessed, it appeared that she was to be spared that ignominy. 

Maybe  she  had  more  guts  than  she  thought.  Maybe  this coldness,  this  incredible  clarity  of  thought  untainted  by  any residue of horror or despair, was an instinctive, last-ditch effort to defy Nate. Maybe it was her unconscious directing her to piss him off  majorly  and  thumb  her  nose  at  him  by  denying  him  the satisfaction  of  witnessing  the  pain  that  surely  must  be encapsulated in deepest recesses of her heart and mind. 

Or  perhaps  she"d  finally  become  as  callous  and  coldhearted  as Nate. 

No.  She  refused  to  believe  that.  Asher  could  never  have  loved her, never have cared for her so deeply, if she was fundamentally flawed like Nate. 

Asher  must  still  be  protecting  her.  Perhaps  he  would  continue to do so, at least until his soul decayed. 

Calista  tried  to  project  her  thoughts,  to  latch  on  to  Asher"s essence and communicate with him. 

She failed. 

But she refused to dwell upon what that might mean. Instead, she turned her gaze to the man who"d murdered Asher. He hadn"t been  one  of  Nate"s  crew  when  Calista  had  been  aboard,  so  she memorized his features, etching them into her brain. 

“What"re you staring at, bitch?” His tone was belligerent, but he shrank from her gaze. 
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Nate leaned over to stroke Calista"s hair, his gesture mimicking that of a proud owner rewarding a synth-pet for performing some entertaining  trick.  “If  I  know  my  Calista,  she"ll  be  getting  a  real good  look  at  you,  Brin,  my  man.  She"s  thinking  that  once  she escapes, she"ll hunt you down and make you suffer big-time.” 

Brin, murdering bastard that he was, sniggered. 

“You"re a bigger fool than I think you are if you discount her so easily,” Nate informed him. “She"ll cut off your balls and take great delight in feeding them to you. If she gets a chance.” 

“Yeah,”  Brin"s  partner  in  crime  chimed  in,  his  quick  glance toward Calista harboring a surprising element of respect. “Calista"s one tough bitch. Who d"ya think burned out Nate"s eye after—” 

He didn"t get a chance to complete his sentence. 

Rage flashed across Nate"s features. He flicked his wrist and the ultra-light  resin  blade  he  always  kept  hidden  up  his  sleeve  flew unerringly to its target, embedding itself in the unfortunate man"s eye. He toppled, hitting the floor with a meaty thud. 

Nate wandered over to retrieve his weapon. He planted his boot over the corpse"s mouth and twisted the knife from the eye socket. After  wiping  the  gory  mess  defiling  the  blade  on  the  front  of  the dead  man"s  suit,  Nate  examined  it  for  notches.  Apparently satisfied  by  its  condition,  he  planted  his  butt  on  the  edge  of  the gurney  next  to  Calista  and  proceeded  to  use  the  blade  to  clean beneath his fingernails. 

“He  always  did  have  a  big  mouth,”  Brin  said,  not  quite managing to hide his shock. It glazed his eyes, etched the grooves on each side of his mouth a little deeper. He obviously hadn"t been part of the crew long enough to understand how little Nate valued his life. 

“Gossipmongers  are  the  worst  scum  of  the  universe,”  Nate agreed. “Time to take out the garbage, Brin. And guess what?” 

Brin swallowed. “Wh-what?” 

“It"s your lucky day. You"ve been promoted to Scan.” 
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Brin  grappled  with  the  dead  man  and  managed  to  heave  him over his shoulder. “What about the freak?” he asked. 

Nate  began  paring  his  fingernails.  “I"ll  deal  with  him  after  me and Calista have finished our little chat.” He waited till the sickbay door  whooshed  shut  behind  Brin  before  he  looked  up  from  his toilette. “So, how d"you wanna play this, baby? I could torture you, of  course,  but  you"re  such  a  hardass  that  I"m  not  sure  I  can  be bothered exerting myself. I could let Valder play with you, though from  what  I  hear,  he  hasn"t  been  blessed  with  a  cock-stand  in years.  Who  knows?  He  might  manage  to  get  it  up  for  you, especially if he gets to watch the rest of the crew screw you first.” 

Calista  was  infinitely  weary  of  playing  games  with  him.  “How about I tell you everything? And then you can kill me and put me out of my misery. If that"s what you want. Right now, I"m beyond caring.” 

Sheer bravado. She wanted to live. Desperately. 

She wanted to live so that when she told Nate how to resurrect Asher, and inevitably,  Nate did resurrect him and sell him to the highest bidder, she could hatch a rescue plan. She wanted to live so  that  she  could  hunt  Brin  down,  look  deep  into  his  eyes  and drink in his terror before she executed him. And she wanted to live so that she could rectify the biggest mistake  she"d made in her life. Leaving Nate alive. 

Nate clucked his tongue. “Baby, you disappoint me.” 

She  clamped  her  lips  shut  over  the  vitriol  that  welled  up  from deep inside her. There was no point in saying anything more. Nate had already decided her fate. She could hope that his greed would win  out  and  he  would  sell  her  rather  than  kill  her.  But  as  he"d proved by murdering a crew member, he could as easily decide she was more trouble than she was worth. At any time. On a whim. 

“Very well,” he said. “Far be it from me to prevent a lady from unburdening herself.” 

Calista snorted. “You and I both know I"m no lady.” 
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He laughed. And it was almost like old times. Like the time that he"d drugged her and then sold her to pay off his debts. 

Calista told him everything she knew about Asher. Everything. And it didn"t change a thing. 

Because  then  Nate  told  her  everything.  He  always  liked  his victims  to  understand  precisely  what  was  going  happen  to  them, and  why.  Full  disclosure  was  so  much  more personally  satisfying for him. 

Phoenixae  were  an  alien  race,  born  into  slavery.  And  their masters,  a  matriarchal  race  calling  themselves Devi,  were  scary enough in their own right that the Imps hadn"t been tempted to try to subjugate them. Not yet, anyway. 

The  Devi  had  negotiated  a  trade  deal  with  the  Imps.  And  the most coveted item they possessed? Phoenixae eggs. The Imps had hoped  to  use  Phoenixae  genetic  material  to  engineer  their  own version  of  the  Devi"s  slave  race.  As  yet  they"d  been  unsuccessful. Thus Phoenixae eggs had become a jealously guarded commodity, available only to royals. 

 “This little history lesson is very enlightening, Nate, but what I really want to know is how you got tied up in it.” Calista refused to even glance at Asher"s body. If she did so, if she allowed herself to weaken and give in to her anguish, she would not escape whatever Nate had planned for her. She had to be strong, callous, selfish. 

She had to be like Nate. 

“Awww, baby,” he took her hand in his and pressed a chaste kiss to  her  forehead,  “it  warms  my  heart  to  know  how  much  you  still care.” 

She schooled her face to blankness. To show her revulsion at his touch would be stupid. Perhaps fatal. 

 “After our little misunderstanding,” Nate said, “I realized that the cost of a prosthetic eye and extensive dermal grafts was a bit out of my reach.” 

His hand tightened around Calista"s, squeezing her fingers until 
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she  could  feel  her  bones  grinding  together.  She  bit  her  lip  to suppress a groan but restrained as she was, she couldn"t blot away the tears that oozed from the corners of her eyes. 

Nate  grinned.  And  squeezed  harder.  “So  I  thought  long  and hard about my future and decided it was time for me to expand my horizons and get friendly with the Imps. I introduced myself to a certain noble, and he was so impressed by my unique skills that he hired  me  to  kidnap  the  daughter  of  a  political  opponent  and  sell her at a slave auction on some backwater planet.” 

He  eyed  Calista  lazily,  gauging  her  discomfort.  He  squeezed again and waited until a moan escaped her lips before he resumed speaking. “He"s my kind of people, oozing credits and ruthless as hell. He was smart enough to hire me to rescue the missing girl so that he could present her to her papa and earn the man"s undying gratitude, not to mention his votes. My fee for that little job paid for my treatment and then some.” 

“They  did  a  good  job,”  Calista  said.  “You"re  still  a  handsome bastard.” 

He laughed, but his laughter didn"t reach his eyes. He gave her hand  one  more  agonizing,  bone-crunching  squeeze  before releasing it. 

He  lectured  on,  telling  her  he"d  then  been  hired  to  assist  with another  potentially  embarrassing  problem,  an  heir  with  a regrettable  proclivity  for  torture.  Put  bluntly,  their  son  was  a sadist.  The  young  man  didn"t  much  care  whether  he  screwed females  or  males,  but  he  could  only  achieve  an  erection  while inflicting pain upon his partners. Before he could sully the family name  by  mutilating  one  well-connected  young  lover  too  many, he"d  been  sent  on  an  extended  holiday.  Supposedly  to  a rehabilitation center where he would learn the error of his ways. 

Nate  had  transported  him  to  Libertinus  and  set  him  up  as  a permanent  resident.  There,  the  young  man  had  been  entertained with a steady stream of sex-workers, all physically enhanced with 
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cybernetic  implants  to  allow  them  to  take  a  great  deal  of punishment. And if a torture session segued into a snuff session? Well, as long as credits crossed the right palms, certain Libertine authorities turned a blind eye. 

 

“Wouldn"t  have  been  a  problem  if  this  stellar  example  of  Imp inbreeding  hadn"t  been  an  only  child.  But  you  know  how  those highborn  females  feel  about  ruining  their  figures  with  multiple pregnancies.” Nate"s derisive snort showed what he thought about overly fragile Imp noblewomen. “More trouble than they"re worth, no matter how freaking hot they are.” His brooding gaze scanned Calista from head to toe. 

She wondered who he was comparing her to. Some woman he"d recently  fucked,  for  sure.  Probably  his  employer"s  wife.  “Moving right along,” she said, and feigned a yawn. 

Her attempt at sass provoked a surprised bark of real mirth. He shook  his  head.  “Fuck  me!  You"ve  got  guts,  I"ll  give  you  that. You"re not the slightest bit concerned about how this is gonna end, are you?” 

She considered making some flippant remark, but the thought of Asher"s lifeless body sucked all the sass from her. She heaved a shaky indrawn breath. “Oh, I know what you"re capable of, Nate. And believe me, I"m more fucking terrified than I"ve ever been in my life.” 

He examined her face. And what he saw in her eyes must have convinced  him  she  was  telling  the  truth.  His  smile  this  time  was genuine. “Good. And to reward you for being honest, I"ll even tell you where you fit into this little scheme.” 

If he expected some sort of plea for clemency, he was doomed to disappointment. 

Nate  allowed  the  silence  to  drag  on  for  a  bit,  then  shrugged, conceding Calista the small victory. “So my employer"s wife started nagging  the  poor  bastard  about  having  an  heir  to  carry  on  the family  name,  not  that  she  had  a  shot  at  getting  pregnant  at  her 
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age.  No,  she  wanted  a  grandchild,  and  by  the  gods,  as  far  as  she was concerned, her son was gonna oblige by donating his sperm. The biggest problem was gonna be bribing  the little bastard with something that would convince him fathering a kid would be in his best interests.” 

“This  is  starting  to  sound  like  one  of  the  tall  stories  my  father used to spin,” Calista muttered, wishing that Nate would get to the point so that she could learn her fate and start formulating a plan. 

Nate  scrubbed  his  face  with  his  hands.  “Yeah.  Un-fricken-believable,  right?  Now  me,  I"d  have  strapped  him  down  and  had someone jerk him off and milk him. But it had to be all legal, like, so  there"d  be  no  arguments  about the  validity  of  the  heir  if there were future inheritance claims. And that"s where I came in. 

“To cut a long story short, I redirected a Phoenixae egg tagged for  some  royal  or  other,  smuggled  it  off  planet  and  shipped  it  to the last place anyone would think to look. Deadly dull, law-abiding old Agraria.” 

Calista"s  butt  had  gone  numb.  Her  lower  limbs  tingled,  the circulation  compromised  from  their  being  so  tightly  strapped down.  This  was  a  crucial  difference  between  her  and  Nate.  She could be ruthless when the situation  called for it, and she"d been forced  to  use  torture  to  extract  information  when  her  own  safety had  been  at  stake.  But  her  brand  of  ruthlessness  was  quick  and clean, like a severed digit or perhaps an ear, both of which could be  re-grown.  And  if  killing  was  warranted,  she  didn"t  muck around. 

Or at least, she hadn"t. Not until she"d mutilated Nate and left him alive. 

She  wouldn"t  make  the  same  mistake  again.  If  she  got  the chance, she"d kill him and walk away without a backward glance. But she couldn"t let him know that. She had to make him believe she was willing to play the game. Because for Nate, the game was everything. 
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She both hoped and dreaded for him to finish. 

“And the intended recipient? You guessed it, one adorable little sadist  currently  sojourning  on  Libertinus.  His  mama  and  papa were sure he"d be thrilled to own a slave that he could maim and murder and resurrect to his heart"s content. But he"d only get the egg after he donated his sperm.” 

Calista got the distinct feeling she wasn"t gonna like the answer, but she had to ask. “And where do I come in?” 

“Where  do  you  come  in?  Baby,  you"re  the  star  attraction. Without your hot little body, where would we be?” 

“I don"t understand.” 

His  smile  chilled  her  to  the  bone.  “Of  course  you  don"t,  baby. How could you? My job was also to oversee the next phase of the plan, the part where they chose a suitable female candidate to be inseminated  with  their  son"s  sperm.  Once  she  delivers,  her  baby will  be  given  to  mama  and  papa  Imp.”  Nate  clasped  his  palms together in a parody of prayer. “And everyone will live happily ever after.” 

“And that suitable female?” 

“Who else but you, baby?” 

Calista  couldn"t  believe  her  ears.  “Me?  You  have  got  to  be fucking kidding me! I"m hardly suitable—” 

Nate overrode her. He was relentless, determined to tell her the entire  story  and  convince  her  of  his  cleverness.  “Shit-oh-dear,  I could  hardly  believe  my  eyes  when  I  saw Doppelganger  and realized  you  were  the  freelancer  chosen  to  transport  the  cargo. Sure  saved  me  the  trouble  of  tracking  you  down.  Should  have known  you  wouldn"t  be  an  easy  target,  though.  And  should  have known you would figure out that the cargo was shielded and open it up. You"ve always been an insatiably curious bitch.” 

He waved his finger beneath her nose and clucked his tongue. “This  would  have  gone  a  whole  lot  easier  for  you  if  you  hadn"t opened up that crate, baby.” 
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“But—” 

“Not even I factored in the damn egg prematurely hatching. Or that  the  freak  would  have  no  choice  but  to  imprint  you.  You"ve caused me a heap of trouble, baby.” 

Calista  had  reached  the  point  of  true  mental  and  physical overload.  She  couldn"t  contain  her  reactions  any  longer.  She couldn"t  pretend  she  wasn"t  affected  by  being  forced  to  watch Asher"s murder. She couldn"t pretend she felt nothing for him, that the  horror  of  his  death  wasn"t  shriveling  her  heart  and  soul.  She couldn"t  hide  that  she  was  so  terrified  by  her  own  fate  that  she wanted  to  vomit  up  her  guts.  Her  body  trembled,  and  her  teeth chattered  so  hard  that  it  was  almost  impossible  to  speak coherently. “N-no w-way would Imp n-nobles want m-me as a b-breeder.” 

 “Actually, baby, when it comes to looks, physical attributes and brains, you"re exactly what my employers covet in a daughter-in-law.  I  showed  them  holos  and  vids  of  you  in  action,  gave  them  a bundle  of  your  test  scores  and  talked  you  up  a  treat.  They  were hugely impressed. They were even contemplating sticking a „stem controller in your brain and parading you about in public as their beloved daughter-in-law.” 

“A-a  „stem  controller?”  She  clamped  her  inner  muscles  tight before she wet herself with fear. Being reduced to a robotic slave, controlled  by  others,  fully  aware  but  unable  to  do  so  much  as speak of her own volition? That truly was a fate worse than death. A living nightmare. “B-but they"re illegal! The penalties for being caught are—” 

“Don"t  worry,  baby.”  Nate  grinned  at  her  horrified  expression. “It  ain"t  gonna  happen.  Lucky  for  you,  they  were  so  appalled  by your  potty  mouth  and  Earther-tainted  upbringing  that  they"ve given up on the idea. Instead, they plan to screw with your brain enough  that  you"re  permanently  comatose,  stick  you  on  life-support  and  keep  knocking  you  up  until  your  uterus  gives  out. 
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They reckon they"ve always wanted loads of grandchildren.” 

 

She gaped at him. “Even for you, Nate, this is fucked up! Do you hate me that much?” 

“Oh, yeah.” Nate"s jaw worked. She didn"t think he realized he was stroking his face, the site of his old scars. He was on the brink of losing control. Just like her. 

Raw fury overwhelmed her fear and loosened her tongue. “Has it ever occurred to you that you brought it all on yourself when you sold me, Nate? Did you think I"d willingly submit to a lifetime of rape and abuse because you needed some ready cash in a hurry?” Her  voice  rose  to  a  shriek.  “You  unholy  bastard!  Did  you  really think I wouldn"t come after you?” 

“Calista,  Calista,  Calista.  You  don"t  think  I"d  have  gotten  you back? Eventually?” 

“No. I don"t.” There would have been no “eventually” about it. He"d betrayed her and left her to the non-existent mercy of slavers. And if she"d not managed to escape, he would have shrugged and moved on to some other naïve young woman. 

Nate  placed  a  hand  over  his  heart.  “Oh,  you  wound  me,  really you do. We"ll never know what I would have done, will we? And I gotta  tell  you  that  right  now,  I  don"t  much  give  a  toss  whether you"re  artificially  inseminated  or  raped  by  that  young  creep.  His name  happens  to  be  Leighton,  by  the  way.  Libertinus  employs plenty  of  medical  staff,  all  with  access  to  the  latest  med-tech. Whatever Leighton does to you, they"ll be able to keep you alive.” 

“But  Asher"s  already  hatched,  he"s  already  imprinted  me!  I"m his master!” 

Nate  shrugged.  “He"s  still  Phoenixae.  Leighton  can  still  chain him  up  and  play  his  little  games  with  him.  We"re  going  to Libertinus,  remember?  A  planet  teeming  with  obscenely  wealthy fuckers who indulge in all sorts of delightful perversions? It"s not like Asher"s gonna have any choice.” 

“You"re going through with this?” She had to ask, make him say 
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it. Because until he said it, confirmed it, this could all be his idea of a joke. Nate"s way of fucking with her. Until he said it, there was still a kernel of hope that she could hang on to. 

In  answer,  Nate  wandered  over  to  the  medi-unit  and programmed  a  procedure.  One  of  the  probes  zipped  into  action, piercing  a  vein  in  the  crook  of  her  arm  and  injecting  her  with something cold. 

Nate"s features blurred. Calista"s mind fuzzed. Her lips formed words,  but  she  couldn"t  get  them  out  because  her  tongue  was  so thick she couldn"t speak. 

 “Sleep tight, baby,” she heard Nate say as her eyelids drooped. “I"ll make sure you wake in time for the fun to start.” 




Chapter Fifteen 

 

Calista  woke  to  the  unexpected  sensation  of  luxury.  She  lay spread-eagled  atop  a  luxuriously  soft,  fur-covered  mattress,  her head propped on equally decadent pillows. The air smelled sweet and painfully clean, a stark contrast to the metallic stink of air that had  been  processed  time  and  time  again  through  a  ship"s scrubbers. 

Her  deep  inhalation  caused  the  fur  to  tickle  her  naked  skin. Oooh,  lovely.  Such  decadence!  She  wondered  when  Asher  would join her, couldn"t wait to share it with him. And she exhaled with a delicious  sigh  as  she  envisioned  him  walking  in  and  seeing  her lying here waiting for him like some virgin sacrifice. 

Betcha  he  would  take  one  look  and  his  lightning-bolt  eyes would darken with lust, and those gorgeous cocks would rise to the occasion. Betcha he would— 

Reality  shattered  her  fantasy,  and  it  was  all  she  could  do  to relax  her  muscles  before  she  jerked  with  shock  and  alerted whoever might be lurking that she was conscious. 

A surreptitious twitch of her limbs confirmed the bad news. Her wrists and ankles were shackled. Nate left nothing to chance. The evil prick. 

She clamped down tighter on the psychic bond that joined her to Asher, shutting him out of her mind. Gods knew what horrors Nate and his crew were inflicting on him. She would not allow him to  endure  her  own  suffering,  too.  And  if  she  was  to  survive  what was  to  come  with  her  sanity  intact,  worrying  about  Asher  was  a distraction she could not afford. 

She softened her breathing, tried to slow the rapid pounding of 
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her  heart  so  that  she  could  hear  any  tell-tale  sounds  that  might indicate she was not alone. Light and shadows flickered across her closed eyelids. It was becoming increasingly difficult not to blink. 

“I know you"re awake,” said a voice. 

Damn.  Calista  opened  her  eyes  to  a  room  lit  with  dozens  of candles. And by the look of the tiny guttering flames and weeping sticks, they were all real wax. 

“Over  here.”  The  owner  of  the  voice  snapped  his  fingers,  and Calista followed the sound. 

She  levered  her  shoulders  up  on  the  pillows  as  far  as  her shackles would allow so she could better see his face. 

A  handsome  young  man  with  wholesome,  you-can-trust-me features hung over the back of a sofa placed at the end of the bed. He"d  propped  his  chin  in  the  palm  of  one  hand  and  was  peering intently at her. From what she could see, he appeared to be alone.  

“You must be Leighton.” 

“And  you  must  be  the  rare  and  precious  gift  that  my  mother"s been harping on about. I don"t mean to offend you, my dear, but you don"t appear to be very precious, and you"re certainly not rare. Girls like you are common as dirt in a place like this. Besides,” he wrinkled his nose and sniffed, “I prefer my girls with long hair.” 

“If you don"t like what you see, I"m sure that whoever brought me  here  can  bring  you  another  girl.”  She  didn"t  much  like  her chances, but it was worth a try. 

Leighton waved a languid hand. “Oh, I couldn"t. I wouldn"t want to offend Nathaniel. He gets quite nasty when he"s irritated.” His laughter  was  high-pitched  and  delicate,  like  a  young  girl"s.  “Not that I mind, provided his ire isn"t directed at me.” 

Calista suppressed a shudder. This young man, for all his good-looks and polite manner, gave her chills. Even if she hadn"t already been  informed  he  was  a  sadist,  she  would  have  suspected  there was something intrinsically wrong with him. 

“Still,  if  Nate—Nathaniel—hasn"t  considered  your  personal 
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tastes, then you have every right to be annoyed with him. That is his job, isn"t it? To provide you with girls that you"ll like? Not just any girls, but girls you find attractive.” 

 

He  said  nothing.  His  heavy-lidded  gaze  drifted  over  her. Calista"s  skin  prickled  with  goose-bumps  in  its  wake.  When  he turned his head to stare at a guttering candle, apparently bored by the conversation, she went limp with relief. 

“Boys, too.” 

She jerked. “I beg your pardon?” 

“I like boys and girls. It doesn"t concern me what sex. Either will do. And to be honest, I don"t mind what they look like, so long as they"re relatively attractive. Though I do quite like long hair. It has many uses.” 

Calista  swallowed,  trying  to  work  moisture  into  a  mouth suddenly gone dry. “Oh. Well, I"m sure that makes Nathaniel"s job much easier.” 

Leighton captured her gaze again. “I only have one criterion.” 

Gods.  She  suspected  that  she  didn"t  want  to  know.  She  asked anyway.  Because  while  he  was  talking,  it  distracted  her  from dwelling upon things that terrified  her to contemplate. “Oh? And what"s that?” 

“That  they  have  a  good  set  of  vocal  chords.”  He  yawned, covering his mouth and averting his gaze like any well-mannered young noble. “I do love to hear them scream.” And then he smiled at her, the merest curve of his lips. 

Sweet Mother of the Great Beyond, help me, please! 

“How loudly can you scream, my dear?” he asked. 

Calista  summoned  anger,  a  pathetic  defense  but  the  only  one she had right now. It was either that or break down and sob like a frightened young girl. “My name is Calista.” 

Leighton  narrowed  his  deceptively  innocent  eyes  at  her,  his interest  piqued.  “I  seem  to  have  heard  your  name  mentioned before.” 
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“I"m sure you have.” 

“It"s  very  intriguing,”  he  said,  propping  his  elbows  on  the  sofa back and cupping his chin in both hands. Such a childlike gesture. Whatever forces of nature had combined to spawn him sure had a warped sense of humor. 

“Nathaniel hates you with a passion, Calista. Why is that?” 

She debated whether or not telling him the truth would benefit her. The last thing she needed was for him to get turned on, but in reality  she  had  no  control  over  her  fate.  This  boy  could  do whatever he wanted with her, and there wasn"t a single thing she could  do  to  prevent  it.  At  least  he  appeared  to  be  interested  in what she had to say. For now, anyway. 

“Nathaniel  sold  me  to  slavers.  I  didn"t  much  appreciate  the gesture,  so  I  decided  it  was  time  to  teach  him  a  lesson.  I  took  to him with a las-scalpel.” 

Something dark and loathsome skittered across Leighton"s face. “It  would  be  too  much  to  hope  that  you  inflicted  anything  more than a scratch, I suppose.” 

Gotcha.  “You  suppose  wrong,”  she  purred.  “I"m  a  very accomplished woman. Would you like me to tell you what I did to him?” 

His gesture for her to continue indicated he was not particularly interested  in  what  she  had  to  say,  but  Calista  detected  the  eager gleam in his eyes. 

She  moistened  her  lips  with  the  tip  of  her  tongue  and  hit  him with her best sexy smile. “I slashed open the entire right side of his devilishly pretty face, from cheek to chin.” 

She  enunciated  her  next  words  very  slowly  and  very  clearly, drawing  them  out  and  savoring  them  like  a  mouth-wateringly delicious snack. “And then from mouth to temple. Ohhh, Leighton. I  regret  that  I  can"t  convey  to  you  how  very  satisfying  it  was. Nathaniel had a huge flap of skin hanging from his face. And there was  blood,  of  course.”  She  licked  her  lips.  “So  much  blood.  It 
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coated  him,  and  me,  and  the  floor.  So  much  blood  I  could  have bathed in it.” 

 

Leighton"s eyes rounded. A deep crimson flush stained his pale cheeks. 

“But I simply couldn"t bring myself to stop there. So I drove the las-scalpel  into  his  eye  socket.  His  eye  literally  boiled.  It  was… wonderful.” 

Leighton"s  lips  parted  and  he  exhaled  a  breathy  sigh.  “Did  he scream?  Did  Nathaniel  scream?”  His  question  was  the  merest whisper. 

“Oh,  yes,  Leighton.  Nathaniel  screamed  and  screamed.  And then  he  howled  like  some  wounded  beast.  He  howled  so  loudly that  it  almost  deafened  me.”  Calista  infused  her  indrawn  breath with longing. “I"ve never heard anything like it since.” 

Leighton"s  eyelids  drifted  closed.  His  body  jerked  and  he uttered a soft groan. 

“It was a truly defining moment in my life,” Calista whispered. That at least was the truth. For in that moment, as she"d stared at Nate"s  ruined  face  with  her  heart  tripping  like  it  would  explode from  her  chest,  reveling  in  vicious  glee  at  her  victory  over  him, she"d  epitomized  the  kind  of  monster  Nate  might  have  admired. And  inside,  where  no  one  could  hear,  her  soul  had  screamed  in tandem with Nate"s howls. 

She took a chance. She had nothing more to lose. She writhed on  the  fur-covered  bed,  thrusting  forward  her  hips.  She  didn"t attempt  to  check  whether  Leighton  was  watching.  She  threw everything she had into faking the best orgasm she"d ever had  in her life. 

When she"d finished playacting, she let her muscles go limp and opened  her  eyes.  Leighton  was  gazing  at  her,  his  face  alight  with what Calista thought might be hope. 

He"d taken the bait. 

She heaved a voluptuous sigh. “Don"t you find it"s so much more 
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exciting when you choose a strong, capable victim?” She laced her tone  with  breathy  eagerness,  as  if  confiding  a  secret.  “It"s  so incredibly satisfying to deceive them into thinking you"re weak and powerless. And then….” 

He leaned forward. “And then what?” 

“And then you catch them by surprise. Nathaniel is my best one so  far.  There"s  never  been  anyone  else  so  satisfying.  We  were married,  did  you  know  that,  Leighton?  And  he  never  once suspected what I was capable of. Which makes what I did to him so  much  more  delicious.”  She  giggled  and  wriggled  her  hips.  “I wish—” 

“What do you wish?” Leighton breathed. 

“I  wish  I"d  been  able  to  stay  and  watch  him  suffer.  I  wish  I"d been  there  to  witness  him  enduring  the  exquisite  pain  of undergoing dermal grafts and having his replacement eye fitted. It would  have  been  quite  an  agonizing  and  prolonged  procedure, don"t you think?” 

“Oh yes. I think so.” He rose from the sofa and came around to stand next to the bed. His gaze was fixed on her, wondering and, she hoped, speculative. 

“And now that he"s nice and healed, and his face is as pretty and smooth as ever, I"ve been planning one last thing for Nathaniel.” 

“What"s that?” 

“I dearly want to mutilate his face again. And then—” 

“And then what?” 

“Make him beg me to kill him.” 

Leighton"s  breathing  hitched.  One  hand  crept  to  his  groin, squeezed,  then  jerked  back.  When  he  finally  spoke,  his  voice shook. “Oh, I like you, Calista. I like you very much, indeed.” He perched on the side of the bed and ran a fingertip down her outer thigh. 

Oh,  gods.  This  was  either  going  to  work,  or  it  was  going  to backfire in a big way. 
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She  played  her  trump  card,  the  one  she  hoped  would  tip  the scales. 

Asher. 

Calista  told  Leighton  everything  about  Asher,  including  the bonding  process.  And  when  she  confessed  to  the  intense  sexual pleasure  that  Asher  had  given  her,  she  didn"t  have  to  fake  how awed she was by the bond they shared, how much she desired him. It  throbbed  in  her  voice,  flushed  her  skin,  pricked  her  eyes  with tears.  She  knew  she  sounded  like  a  woman  obsessed,  but  she hoped that would serve to further convince Leighton he must have Asher  for  himself.  She  hoped  that  if  Nate  hadn"t  yet  resurrected Asher,  Leighton  would  feel  compelled  to  bring  him  back  to  life. And she hoped that if all else failed, Leighton would keep her alive as a means of controlling and punishing Asher. 

“Nathaniel  was  so  irritated  when  I  stole  the  creature  and bonded  it  to  me.  And  perhaps  I  shouldn"t  have  taken  the  risk, especially  when  Nathaniel  has  your  father"s  influence  to  call  on. But  a  Phoenixae?  You  understand,  don"t  you,  Leighton?  How could I not want to possess such a creature? How could I not want it  as  my  own?  And  it  was  such  fun  to  play  with.  It  was  so  very talented.”  She  sniffed  and  quivered  her  lower  lip.  “But  then Nathaniel captured us and took us back to his ship, and I ended up here.” 

His nauseating stroking of her skin halted. “Us? Nathaniel has the Phoenixae?” 

“Oh yes,” she said. “I last saw the creature on Nathaniel"s ship. It"d been badly beaten and abused. Nathaniel had one of his crew kill it right in front of me. And resurrect it.” Gods, please let that last  statement  be  true,  that  Asher  had  been  resurrected  and  not left in some ghastly limbo all this time. 

Leighton gave a little shiver, and Calista pressed her advantage. 

“I  suspect  the  creature  is  the  „precious  gift"  from  your  mother you  mentioned  earlier.  I  overheard  Nathaniel  saying  he  was 
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supposed to give him to you, but—” 

He  pounced  on  the  word,  exactly  as  she"d  hoped.  “Supposed? Do you truly believe he will dare keep my gift?” 

Calista  summoned  a  derisive  little  laugh.  “Of  course  he  will dare! Knowing Nate—as I do—he imagines you"ll think I"m the gift from  your  mother  and  that  you"ll  be  content  with  me.  Nathaniel has  always  been  an  opportunist.  When  he"s  sick  of  abusing  the creature, he"ll sell it to someone and line his pockets with credits. The foolish man probably imagines you"ll never know what you"re missing.” 

Leighton"s face flushed again, this time with fury—the fury of a child  denied  the  toy  it  had  been  eagerly  anticipating.  “We"ll  see about that.” 

“Oh, I would so love to make him pay,” Calista gushed. “Please, tell me you"ll make him pay, Leighton.” 

He rose from the bed and stalked over to the sideboard to pour himself  a  glass  of  something,  which  he  downed  in  one  gulp.  His eyes, when he turned his gaze back to her, glittered. “I"m going to play a little game with Nathaniel. Do you like to watch people play games, Calista?” 

“I much prefer to play as well. I"m very good at playing games.” And getting more proficient by the moment. 

Leighton  chewed  his  lip,  obviously  mulling  over  some  weighty decision.  Then  he  pulled  a  key  from  his  trousers"  pocket  and walked over to her. He"d finished unlocking the last of her shackles when Nate"s voice sounded over the intercom. 

“Come  on  up,  Nathaniel.”  Leighton  shut  off  the  intercom  and leaned  over  to  whisper  in  her  ear.  “Please  don"t  disappoint  me, Calista.” 

She  cupped  his  face  with  her  hand  and  turned  his  chin, exposing the vulnerable skin of his throat. She licked the skin and then bit him, not hard enough to draw blood, but hard enough to leave a mark. He moaned and his eyelids fluttered. 
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 “I  won"t,”  she  murmured.  And  then  she  clasped  the  unlocked cuffs  around  her  ankles  and  lay  back  on  the  bed  to  do  the  same with  her  wrists.  When  she"d  arranged  herself  to  her  liking,  she winked at him. And tried not to think about the fact she probably looked more like a sacrificial domestic cattle-beast waiting for the slaughter than a woman in control of her own destiny. 

Leighton"s lips curved in a delighted smile. 

And it was that little tableau greeted Nate as he sauntered into the  room.  “I  gather  you"re  pleased  with  your  gift,  Leighton,”  he said. 

“Oh  yes,  indeed.  Very  pleased.  She"s  just  woken  up.  She"s  a feisty one. She"s been spitting and snarling like a wild creature. It"s been most entertaining.” 

“That"s my Calista,” Nate said. 

“Fuck you, too!” she screeched. 

Leighton had ventured over to the sideboard again. He opened a  drawer  and  took  out  a  knife  with  a  long,  scalpel-like  blade.  He drew  the  blade  across  the  pad  of  his  forefinger,  examined  the beads of blood, and wiped his fingertip on a cloth. “Would you like to  play  with  her  a  bit  before  I  get  started,  Nathaniel?  She  seems very taken with you.” 

Nate sauntered over to the bed. Calista presumed that he meant to taunt her. Or take Leighton up on his generous offer. 

He loomed over her, then climbed on the bed and straddled her hips. 

Huh. Appeared that he wanted to play. “You fucking prick!” she shrieked. “Get off me!” 

He  bracketed  his  hands  around  her  neck,  not  squeezing,  but threatening. Calista played her part and bucked beneath him. Nate didn"t  notice  Leighton  padding  up  behind  him,  or  if  he  did,  he didn"t consider the young man worth worrying about. His mistake. 

Leighton struck. 

Nate  jerked,  arching  his  back  against  the  force  of  Leighton"s 
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blow. His hands left Calista"s neck and probed the hurt area. When he checked his bloodstained hands, his eyes widened as his brain processed the significance of the sharp pain in his lower back. 

He twisted to gaze at Leighton. “Why you little—” 

Leighton slashed at Nate"s stomach, opening up a huge gash in his abdomen. Nate"s hands instinctively clutched  his middle,  and seizing her chance, Calista reared up off the mattress and grabbed his blaster. She gave him a helpful shove toward Leighton before squirming out from beneath him. 

Too late, Nate reached for his weapon. 

Leighton  laughed  at  him,  a  joyous,  happy  sound  that  made Calista"s  blood  run  cold.  He  slashed  at  Nate"s  face.  Again.  And again. 

She  turned  away  when  he  stabbed  Nate  in  the  eye.  The  boy obviously wasn"t capable of originality. 

“You  were  right,  Calista,”  he  crowed  while  Nate  howled  and clutched  his  ruined,  blood-spattered  face.  “It"s  immensely satisfying!” 

“Wonderful,” she cooed. And fled toward the door. 




Chapter Sixteen 

 

From his nest of ashes, the child-Asher examined each of the six men  gathered  in  the  room  that  served  as  the  ship"s  gymnasium. The room that had become his torture chamber. Except for Valder, the one who"d intended to rape Calista, their expressions showed either  weary  resignation  or  poorly  suppressed  disgust.  He gathered that they didn"t much appreciate Valder"s idea of ongoing entertainment. 

His senses told him that Calista was no longer aboard the ship, but  wherever  she  was,  it  was  too  distant  for  him  to  register anything other than strong emotions through their bond. She was broadcasting  what  Asher  identified  as  appalled  horror,  but  that horror  was  laced  with  profound  relief,  so  he  could  only  presume that  for  the  moment  she  was  safe.  Other  than  that,  he  had  a general directional sense of her whereabouts, but right now, that wasn"t much help to him. 

In the three blinks of an eye it took for him to grow man-sized, Asher  made  his  decision.  Nate,  their  leader  and  the  one  man  his crew all feared, wasn"t lurking in the room overseeing events. Nor was  his  voice  infecting  the  gymnasium"s  comms  unit,  egging Valder  to  ever  greater  depredations.  Nate  was  smart  as  a  snake, but if he had one failing, it was that he loved the sound of his own voice.  He"d  told  Asher  of  his  plans  for  Calista.  Combine  that knowledge with the tidbits Valder and the other crew had let slip about  Calista"s  fate,  and  Asher  didn"t  need  to  be  a  genius  to extrapolate  from  the  data  and  understand  the  significance  of Nate"s  absence  from  the  ship.  Now  it  was  time  for  Asher  to  act, before  he  grew  too  weak  and  sick  from  Calista"s  prolonged 
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absence. 

Before Valder beat him to death again. 

This time, Asher would not passively endure and wait for Valder to  tire  of  his  games  and  either  administer  a  killing  blow  or  leave Asher to bleed out. 

This time, he would fight. 

Valder approached. His ill-favored face was stretched in a wide grin,  displaying  his  yellowed,  nic-stained  teeth.  An  anticipatory grin, full of eagerness and dark lust. The low-life had the potential to become a first-class sadist. 

“Hiya,  Ash-man,”  he  said.  “Ready  for  some  more  fun?”  He reached for Asher"s arm. 

Asher  let  Valder  get  close  enough  to  grasp  his  wrist  and  dig ragged  grimy  nails  into  his  skin.  Close  enough  that  Asher  could smell the sour foulness of his alcohol-laden breath. And closer. 

Asher  exploded  into  motion.  He  grasped  Valder"s  chin  in  one hand and the back of his skull in the other. He twisted it sharply, breaking the man"s neck with an audible, sickening snap. Valder"s head lolled and he sagged bonelessly, held upright by Asher"s alien hands. 

Asher  tossed  the  body  aside.  He  felt  nothing,  no  flare  of vindication,  no  primitive  exultation  at  Valder"s  demise.  This  was not about revenge. This was about survival, Calista"s and his own. 

Valder had prevented Asher from locating Calista and ensuring her safety. And he"d been sub-human, scum. 

Asher faced the shocked, gaping men. “Who"s next?” 

Their gazes darted to one another, furtively seeking the one who would make a decision and act. And when one summoned the guts to act, Asher knew the others would follow his lead. 

Brin,  the  man  who"d  executed  him  in  front  of  Calista,  took  a hesitant step forward. He held his arms at his side, palms outward. “Don"t mean you no harm, Ash-man.” 

“My name is Asher.” 
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He speared the man with his gaze. And Brin recoiled, scorched by  a  cold,  implacable  force  that  reared  up  from  the  depths  of Asher"s  soul  to  gush  from  his  lightning-filled  eyes.  Heat  filled Asher"s  body,  radiating  outward,  blanketing  the  room  with unnatural warmth. 

“Yes,”  he  said,  finally  understanding  and  embracing  his heritage.  “You  understand  now,  too,  don"t  you,  Brin?  I  am Phoenixae, a creature tempered in fire. Once I was a slave, but no more. Once, I would submit to you and willingly accept whatever you meted out. But no more. Now, I will do whatever it takes to get Calista back. You—” 

He caught Brin"s gaze, then each man"s gaze in turn. 

“You  mean  nothing  to  me.  Your  deaths  mean  nothing  to  me. Stand  in  my  way,  and  I  will  incinerate  you.  And  when  your pathetic human bodies have been reduced to a smoldering heap of cinders, I will piss on your ashes. Now, who"s next?” 

Perspiration  dripped  from  Brin"s  face.  He  swiped  his  forehead with  his  hand  and  stared  at  the  moisture  pooling  in  his  sweaty palm,  dripping  from  his  wrists  and  fingers.  He  backed  away. “Don"t know "bout the rest of you, but I"m outta here.” He turned around so fast his arms wheeled, and then he bolted for the door. 

“What about Nate?" one of the men muttered. 

“Fuck  him.  I"m  not  hanging  round  to  take the  rap  for  Valder"s death. Good riddance, I say! The alien"s done us a favor. And you won"t stick around, either, if you"ve got half a brain.” The speaker put  actions  to  words  by  turning  on  his  heel  and  walking  out without a backward glance. 

“Go,” Asher told the remaining men, the ones who were still too fearful  of  Nate  to  think  for  themselves.  He  linked  his  hands  and cracked  his  knuckles.  “Last  chance.”  Phantom  flames  crackled around  his  body.  Or  perhaps  they  weren"t  so  phantom,  for  their heat licked through him, gifting him with strength, renewing him. He held out his arms and watched the flames dance up his fingers 
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and encircle his wrists before racing up his forearms. “I"m feeling a little  hot  and  bothered  right  now.  And  I  am  consumed  with  a burning need to… burn something.” 

He pointed a finger  at Valder"s corpse. New flames burst from his  chest,  cascaded  down  his  outstretched  arm  and  leapt  across space. They blanketed the body like a living shroud. And fed on it. 

Asher watched, fascinated by the spectacle of the cremation. In mere  minutes,  the  flames  flickered  and  died,  leaving  nothing  of Valder  but  a  vaguely  body-shaped  char  mark  on  the  floor.  He wandered  over  and  considered  the  outline  for  a  moment.  He rubbed at it with his bare toe and was pleased to discover he could erase it. 

Excellent.  Using  the  bare  soles  of  his  feet,  he  wiped  the  floor clean of any trace of Valder. And then he cleaned his soiled feet on a mat. 

When  he"d  erased  Valder  from  existence,  he  turned  his attention  back  to  the  rest  of  Nate"s  crew  and  discovered  he  was alone in the gym. 

He shook himself. “Amazing. I didn"t know I had it in me.” 

And if he was capable of such a feat, what other feats might he be  capable  of?  What  other  defenses  lurked  hidden  and  as  yet undiscovered inside him? 

A heady thought. But right now, all he cared about was Calista. Nothing  mattered  but her.  Finding  her.  Keeping  her  safe.  Loving her. 

And proving to her that he could be the kind of man she could love in return. 

**** 

Asher  hefted  the  box  of  exotic  liquors  so  that  it  nestled  more comfortably in the crook of his arm and tweaked the brim of the Delta Kappa Deliveries cap he"d appropriated downward so that it shaded his eyes still further. 

The  guard  input  the  security  code,  and  the  door  to  Leighton"s 
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suite  swished  open.  He  wandered  in  and  ground  to  a  halt, wrinkling his nose. “Shit, it stinks in here.” 

 

Asher  eased  past  him  into  the  room  and  sniffed.  The  air  was stagnant and reeked with a metallic stench that he, a man whose last  experience  with  death  had  involved  a  knife  in  his  guts  and being  left  to  bleed  out  while  Valder  and  his  men  enjoyed  a  few drinks, recognized all too well. Blood. 

The guard sidled over to the huge bed. He stood spellbound for a  moment.  “Ah,  fuck!”  he  said,  his  voice  guttural  as  though  he"d choked  down  something  foul.  He  stumbled  backward,  one  hand clamped over his mouth as he dry-retched. 

Asher"s newfound confidence threatened to pour from his veins and abandon him when he needed it most. His heart felt as though someone had ripped it from his chest and stomped on it. Was this the reason why even his vague sense of Calista"s whereabouts had faded?  Why  he"d  not  been  been  able  to  forge  a  true  psychic  link with her since he left Nate"s ship? 

He"d  convinced  himself  the  failure  was  own,  that  he  had  been apart  from  Calista  for  too  long,  that  his  many  deaths  and resurrections at Valder"s hands had weakened his bond with her. He  hadn"t  considered  he  might  not  find  her  until  it  was  too  late. He hadn"t allowed himself to imagine for a moment that she was already dead. 

Dread  wrung  his  soul.  But  if  he  was  to  be  the  man  Calista wanted him to be, he must not falter. He must face his fears, face whatever horror had reduced the guard to a shivering wreck. 

He had to know whether it was Calista. And if it was…. 

He  fixed  his  gaze  on  the  wall  above  and  approached  the  bed with  stiff,  jerky  steps.  His  brain  insisted  that  he  look.  His  soul cowered  and  pleaded  that  ignorance  was  preferable,  that  the knowledge would be too much for him to bear and he would never recover  from  such  horror.  The  loss  of  someone  he  loved  would break him. 
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Asher  forced  his  muscles  to  unlock  and  lowered  his  gaze.  The silver and gold patterned wall blurred into red-splattered paleness framed by an expanse of black. 

He  blinked.  And  the  blur  resolved  into  flesh  and  blood  atop black fur. 

Something  resembling  a  human  being  lay  atop  the  gore-drenched black coverlet. The face was a ruined mess, the eyeballs barely recognizable gelatinous lumps. 

Asher shoved his anguish into a corner of his mind and clamped his jaws against the howls choking his throat. He bent to examine the face more closely. His hand shook as he brushed a blood-caked hank  of  hair  back  from  the  forehead.  Mid-gesture  he  stilled,  his brain  shunting  aside  the  ghastly  knowledge  that  his  fingertips rested  on  exposed  bone  in  favor  of  processing  the  significance  of what he had seen. 

The  hair  was  short  but  not  as  short  as  hers.  And  it  was  the wrong color. Light brown, not blonde. This thing was not Calista. 

He  had  to  lock  his  knees  against  the  pure  relief  that  surged through  his  body  and  threatened  to  demolish  his  tightly  held control. 

When he had composed himself, he cast his gaze over the body. And  because  he  was  able  to  be  objective  this  time,  it  was ridiculously easy to see the victim was a man, not a woman. Easier still to recognize that a monster had become the victim. 

Knowing the victim as he did, he could not summon pity or the slightest  degree  of  compassion.  Asher  felt  like  some  godlike, impassive  figure  observing  an  atrocity  and  recording  it  for posterity. Uncaring and unmoved by horror. Simply going through the motions, doing what must be done. 

 The shipsuit hung in bloody tatters, and the bare skin beneath had  been  slashed  repeatedly  with  a  sharp  instrument.  The  belly had been slit and the intestines extracted from the stomach cavity. They"d  been  artfully  arranged  to  drape  over  the  groin  and  thighs 
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like  an  obscene  pair  of  short  pants.  As  Asher  watched,  the  chest rose and fell with painfully slow regularity. 

 

He  heard  the  gush  of  running  water  and  turned  toward  the sound.  It  was  coming  from  behind  the  wall  of  opaque  crystalline bricks  that  formed  the  suite"s  bathroom  alcove.  As  if  on  cue,  a high-pitched voice broke into a warbling song. 

Before  Asher  could  investigate  further,  the  guard  grabbed  his arm, his face pinched and drawn, his gaze haunted. “Don"t bother hanging  round  for  a  delivery  signature.”  His  voice  lowered  to  an almost-whisper. “Leave the box and let"s get the fuck out of here.” 

Asher gestured at the bed. “What about that?” 

“I"ll  call  the  boss  soon  as  I  get  downstairs,”  the  guard  said, swallowing,  his  gaze  skating  over  the  victim  on  the  bed  before fixing  on  Asher"s  face.  His  features  crumpled  into  a  beseeching expression. “His problem. That"s why he"s paid the big credits. We need to make tracks. Now. Before that sick young bastard decides to  have  fun  with  us  next.”  He  snatched  Asher"s  delivery  and dumped  it  onto  a  side-table,  then  pushed  him  out  the  door  and locked it behind them. Only after he was safely inside the elevator did  he  take  a  deep  breath  and  acknowledge  Asher  again.  “Guy responsible  has  friends  in  high  places,  if  you  know  what  I  mean. I"d forget what you saw in there if I were you.” 

“I think that might be best,” Asher agreed. 

The guard slumped against the back of the elevator and stared at the closed doors. The sickly greenish hue receded from his face. “You  couldn"t  pay  me  enough  to  work  for  that  little  psycho upstairs. Poor bastard on the bed must have pissed him off. Still, better him than the girl. At least she managed to talk her way out before  the  kid  got  stuck  into  her.  Reckon  it  was  her  hair.  His Highness  likes  his  playmates  to  have  long  hair.  All  the  better  to strangle them with, I guess.” The man"s jaw worked, and then he blew out a gusty sigh. “I fucking hate when he chooses girls.” 

Asher cocked his head to one side. “The girl. Was she about this 
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high?”  He  indicated  Calista"s  height  with  his  hand.  “A  bit  on  the short side, cropped blonde hair, very pretty?” 

The guard nodded. “Sounds like her. A real  looker.” He stared at  Asher,  his  eyes  narrowing  with  growing  suspicion.  “You  know her?” 

Asher  removed  his  cap,  allowing  the  man  a  good  look  at  his alien  eyes.  “She"s  a  friend  of  mine.  A  very  good  friend.”  Flames danced down his arms. 

The guard pressed himself against the back wall of the elevator, his face stretched in a rictus of terror. 

Asher  played  with  his  flames  for  a  moment,  decanting  them from  the  palm  of  one  hand  into  the  other  before  sending  them racing  over  the  elevator  doors,  heating  the  metal  in  a  swirling, intricate pattern. The temperature inside the elevator soared. 

The guard"s sobs choked off as he gasped for breath. His knees gave  out,  and  he  sank  to  a  crouch  and  shielded  his  face  with  his hands. 

Doubtless  he  imagined  he"d  escaped  one  monster,  only  to  be caught by another. 

Asher  folded  his  arms  across  his  chest.  “I"d  like  some information. Are you capable of forming actual words? Shall I—” 

“Y-yes!  I"ll  talk!”  The  guard  peered  out  from  between  his fingers,  his  complexion  turning  pasty-white  when  he  glimpsed Asher"s  feral  smile.  He  wiped  the  sweat  from  his  eyes  with  the sleeve of his uniform jacket. “W-what did you w-want to know?” 

“The girl. How long ago did she leave here?” 

 “L-little after midday.” 

Five  hours  ago.  She  could  be  anywhere  by  now.  “Did  she mention where she was headed, or say anything else?” 

“N-no. Nothing!” 

Asher  smothered  the  flames  with  a  thought.  “Thank  you,  my friend. You"ve been very helpful.” He dragged the guard to his feet and dusted him down, ignoring the way the man cringed and shied 

[image: ]

back from him. 

 

The  elevator  doors  opened  onto  the  lobby.  Before  the  white-faced,  still  trembling  guard  could  bolt,  Asher  blocked  him  from exiting. “One more thing. Do I need to ask you not to mention the girl to anyone?” 

The  guard  shook  his  head.  “N-Nope.”  He  raked  his  hands through  his  hair  and  tugged  the  cuffs  of  his  jacket  down  before daring to look Asher in the eye. He sucked in a deep breath, like he was about to say something, then appeared to reconsider. 

“Out with it,” Asher said. “I"m pressed for time.” 

“T-take it from me, buddy, I"m… I"m… fucking thrilled your g-girl  got  away.”  He  visibly  shook  himself  and  stiffened  his  spine. “Don"t  think  I  could  cope  with  seeing  one  more  like  her  in  that state.” 

“You should consider another line of work.” Asher jammed his cap on his head, turned on his heel and strode into the lobby. 

“Hey!” the guard called. “I helped her, you know.” 

Asher paused to glance over his shoulder. “How?” 

“Gave her some clothes and all the credits I had on me. Wiped records of her leaving from the vids.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Least I could do,” the man said, shamefaced. 

“No, it"s not,” Asher told him. “The least you could do is to call the medics.” 

“Huh?” 

“To give medical aid to what"s left of the man lying on the bed upstairs.” 

“Medical  aid?”  The  guard  frowned  at  Asher.  And  then swallowed,  looking  even  more  sick  and  deathly  pale  than  he already did. “You can"t be serious. He"s alive?” 

Asher stared at him until the man fumbled for his comm. 

He  supposed  that  not  even  Nate  deserved  to  suffer  to  such  an 
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extent.  He  debated  going  back  upstairs  and  risking  an  encounter with  Leighton  to  put  Nate  out  of  his  misery.  It  would  be  the merciful thing to do. 

But Asher was all out of mercy. If the gods decreed it was Nate"s fate to die in agony, then so be it. And if the medics arrived in time to save Nate, then that too, was fated. 

Asher had not been bred to be a cold-blooded killer, but if Nate ever laid a hand on Calista again, Asher would not hesitate to kill him. If he found Calista hurt or damaged in any way, Asher would go  after  Nate  and  make  him  regret  the  day  his  father  fucked  his mother and inflicted their son upon the universe. 

He pushed all thoughts of Nate to the back of his mind to focus on  his  tenuous  link  with  Calista.  It  had  been  forty-eight  hours since  he  had  last  communed  with  her  mind,  longer  still  since  he had touched her. And he now understood from his previous efforts that  she  had  done  something  to  the  bond  and  blocked  him  out, something  he  feared  might  be  beyond  his  capabilities  to  repair. She"d  thought  to  spare  him  sharing  her  pain  while  Leighton  had his fun. 

It was a typically Calista thing to do. 

He  closed  his  eyes  to  visualize  her  hazel  eyes  sparkling  with mirth as she teased him, then darkening to fathomless jade when he aroused her passions. The set of her jaw when she attempted to impose  her  will  upon  him—for  his  own  good,  of  course.  And  the softness of her lips when she touched them to his cheek in  a rare gesture of affection. The unexpected strength of her body as she"d straddled his hips to pleasure him after she"d almost drowned on the Sanctuary Planet. And the supple, desperate eagerness of that same body as he"d licked her and thrust his tongue inside her and brought her to orgasm. 

She was in his mind, in his blood, in his soul. Engraved on his heart.  In  that  moment  she  was  so  vivid,  so  real,  that  his  body responded  and  his  cocks  swelled,  instantly  erect  and  craving  the 
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heat of her gaze, the ecstasy of her touch. And when he opened his eyes, he"d fooled himself into believing she would be there beside him. 

 

But it was a lie. And all he saw were strangers passing him by, too caught up in their own selfish needs to pay heed to the pseudo-delivery man slumped against the wall of the apartment block. 

Asher  fought  his  growing  despair  and  concentrated  on attempting to heal the fragile psychic thread, all that remained of the once robust bond connecting him to Calista. He felt his energy pulsing through the bond, seeking her essence, gathering speed…. 

His heart skipped a beat. Belief he would succeed  infused him with  hope,  but  then  his  energy  smacked  up  against  the impenetrable  blockage  and  rebounded,  surging  back  into  him, sizzling  through  his  veins  in  a  fiery  rush  that  made  him  gasp  for breath. 

Despair  engulfed  him,  reducing  the  world  around  him  to formless gray shadows. For the first time in centuries, a Phoenixae had  been  cut  loose  from  his  master.  Any  other  Phoenixae  might have reveled in his freedom and  embraced  whatever time he had left before he weakened and died. 

Because  of  Calista"s  efforts,  Asher  was  able  to  defend  himself and form his own opinions and live as he pleased.  He was a free man. 

Instead, all he wanted was to be enslaved again. 

He refused to give up hope. He had to find her. Calista was his life, his reason for living. And he would search this planet until he found her. Or died trying. 




Chapter Seventeen 

 

Patience  had  never  been  Calista"s  strong  point.  Lounging  in  a sleazy  West  Quarter  bordello  and  pretending  to  salivate  over weary  strippers  simulating  sex  wasn"t  her  thing.  Her  style  was more  storming  aboard  Nate"s  ship  to  rescue  Asher  and  dealing with  that  murdering  bastard,  Brin.  Oh,  and  she  mustn"t  forget devising a suitable punishment for Valder. Strapping that sleazoid to a gurney and gelding him would be an excellent start. 

Except  she"d  already  done  the  storming  aboard  Nate"s  ship thing, and it hadn"t worked too well. 

She  blinked  back  tears,  gasping  as  the  desolation  of  those moments  tore  through  her  again.  Sprinting  from  room  to  room, blasters  in  hands,  heart  in  her  mouth,  both hoping  and  dreading what she might discover, only to realize the ship was empty. 

With  Asher  gods  knew  where  and  Nate"s  crew  AWOL,  she"d been  forced  to  skulk  around  the  city,  bribing  lowlife  scum  for information that would lead her to one of Nate"s men. 

It was either that or confront Leighton. 

Her blood chilled at the mere thought of facing that boy again. And  no  way  did  she  want  to  do  anything  that  might  turn  his attention back to Asher. With luck, he would be content with his new toy for a while longer. Nate and Leighton deserved each other, big time. 

Shivers of dread prickled Calista"s spine. She was running out of time. And if it came down to a race to see who got to Asher first, she  feared  Leighton,  with  all  the  wealth  and  influence  he commanded, would have the upper hand. 

She glanced up from her drink as another male stripper began 
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to  strut  his  stuff.  He  entwined  his  limbs  around  the  pole  in  the center of the stage, his back to her, spine undulating, the muscles of his thong-clad ass clenching as he worked the pole. He glanced over his shoulder, in her direction, and something about him— 

 

Calista"s  heart  somersaulted  in  her  chest.  She  lurched  to  her feet,  knocking  over  her  drink,  heedless  that  she  was  drawing attention to herself. 

Asher! 

The man"s gaze caught hers, and he winked. 

Reality  clawed  her  guts.  A  tight  throbbing  pain  speared  her temples.  Calista  sank  back  into  her  seat  and  righted  her  glass, blotting  the  spilled  liquid  with  a  napkin.  What  a  freaking  dope. Why the heck would Asher be here, performing in a dive like this? Of  course  it  wasn"t  him.  Sure,  this  guy  was  gorgeous—all  the strippers were—but physically he didn"t resemble Asher at all. 

She was so strung out, her head so filled with images of Asher, that she"d reacted to the air of innocence surrounding the man on the stage. Of course, being a stripper in a sex club, what he exuded was a lie he doubtless practiced until he was blue in the face. Asher possessed a similar quality. Except his innocence was honest and real. He had no idea what a stunningly beautiful man he was. If he was  unleashed  on  a  jaded  crowd  like  this,  a  crowd  who  thought they"d seen it all before, he would drive them wild. 

Just like he"d driven Calista wild. 

But  she  couldn"t  think  of  Asher  now.  She  needed  to  be  in control, clear-headed, not haunted by memories of his hands and lips on her body and the way his body had always reacted to her, his  cocks  swelling  and  hardening  and  throbbing  as  they  pressed against her. 

Fuck.  She  was  doing  it  again.  Wallowing  in  her  memories  of him  like  some  besotted  young  girl  mourning  a  crush.  She  would never get Asher back if she let her wayward emotions rule her. 

She would give it another half hour before she moved on to the 
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next  dive  on  her  list.  She  waved  her  empty  glass  at  a  passing waitress to indicate that she wanted another cocktail. She wasn"t a big  drinker.  And  she  hadn"t  even  tasted  the  drink  she"d  been nursing  before  she  spilled  it.  So  dammit,  she  would  indulge  in another  cocoa-martini  and  savor  every  sip.  Maybe  the  alcohol would ease her despair, calm her, help her think. At the very least, it might numb her worsening headache. 

She let her gaze stray to the stage again. Better than catching a roving  eye  and  being  forced  to  convince  some  pervert  she  wasn"t interested  in  hiring  a  room.  Better  than  freaking  over  the  slutty get-up  she  was  wearing,  bought  from  a  strung-out  girl  who couldn"t afford her next fix. 

The  gorgeous  guy  on  stage  was  joined  by  an  equally  gorgeous woman  who  proceeded  to  seduce  him  and  relieve  him  of  his feigned  “innocence.”  She  straddled  the  guy"s  pelvis  and  held  him down, forcing him to remain still as she rode him, forcing him to accept the pace she set. Each time she ground herself down on his cock so that her flesh slapped his groin, he groaned and writhed as though  he  wanted  more,  needed  more,  and  being  denied  it  was torture. 

With a jolt, Calista realized that was no simulated sex routine. This was real. Huh. Little wonder her informant insisted this joint was  frequented  by  the  kind  of  men  Nate  preferred  to  employ.  It would be right up Valder"s dirty little alley. 

A  scene  superimposed  itself  atop  the  pathetic  little  sex  drama being played out on stage. Calista saw herself insisting that Asher lie still, refusing to let him touch her as she slid her mouth up and down  his  cock.  Demanding  he  pleasure  her.  Wanting  and  taking everything he had to offer but never giving. 

She  blinked,  and  the  scene  on  the  stage  came  back  into  stark focus.  She  pressed  a  fist  to  her  breastbone,  but  it  didn"t  ease  the shame. Or the pain. She could be that woman up there, her head thrown  back  and  mouth  agape  with  greedy  lust.  For  hadn"t  she 
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behaved  the  exact  same  way  with  Asher?  Seduced  him  to  satisfy her  own  needs  and  desires?  Spurned  him  when  he  hinted  at deeper feelings, such as love? 

 

He"d been so selfless, always thinking about her. Always giving her what she needed. Never refusing her. 

Where  the  hell  was  her  cocktail?  She  needed  that  drink  now. Because  she  couldn"t  bear  to  remember  what  she"d  done  to  him. Treating him like a piece of meat, a slave. Too cowardly to admit how much she loved— 

“Fuck  me  sideways  and  boot  my  ass  into  the  Great  Beyond!” Calista sagged back against her seat and shook her head. She felt as  though  she"d  been  walking  around  with  a  piece  of  cloth  tied over  her  eyes  and  someone  had  just  ripped  off  the  blindfold  and allowed her to see again. 

Duh!  She  really  was  the  brainless  bimbo  the  courier  fraternity believed  her  to  be.  Her  heart  was  broken,  her  soul  gutted  and empty,  because  she  loved  Asher.  Didn"t  matter  that  he  wasn"t human. Didn"t matter he"d been born a slave. He"d blasted into her life,  given  himself  to  her  without  reservations.  He"d  taken  a broken,  damaged  woman  who  had  believed  herself  incapable  of being loved, or loving, and healed her. And then, before she had a chance to admit the truth to herself, before she could admit to him how she felt, he"d been taken from her. 

And murdered. 

Because  Nate,  her  evil  scum-sucking  prick  of  an  ex,  wished  to make a point. 

Rage  sizzled  through  her  veins.  A  bloody  red  haze  washed  her vision.  Bugger  the  risk.  If  this  lead  didn"t  pan  out  as  she  hoped, she  was  gonna  head  back  to  Leighton"s  apartment  and  torture whatever  remained  of  the  murdering  bastard  that  was  her  ex  for Asher"s whereabouts. 

As  for  Leighton?  If  that  sick  little  fucker  knew  what  was  good for  him,  he"d  stay  out  of  her  way  or  she"d  show  him  just  how 
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ruthless she could be. 

The waitress chose that moment to sashay over with her drink, and Calista struggled with her expression, hoping her attempt at a smile didn"t send the girl screaming into the night. 

The gods were on her side. And they were so very impressed by her  efforts  at  self-control  that  they  sent  her  a  gift.  While  the waitress pocketed Calista"s credits, a man shoved aside the heavy velveteen  drape  curtaining  the  main  entranceway.  A  man  she recognized. 

Brin. 

Score!  One  murdering  bastard  was  about  to  rue  the  day  he"d been  born.  Calista  hid  her  elation  and  channeled  her  rage  into something useable. Something deadly. She scrunched down lower in  her  seat,  pretending  to  adjust  the  fastening  on  her  boot  as  he wandered past her booth on his way to the private rooms. And she forced herself to sip her drink—every last drop—before she exited her booth and followed him. 

She  batted  her  eyelashes  at  the  shaven-headed,  muscle-bound cliché of a bouncer and spun her yarn about waiting for her date at the booth for ages before remembering he"d hired a private alcove for them to have some “fun.” The vampish blonde wig swept into an intricate up-do and the extra long eyelash extensions she wore gave  credence  to  her  frivolous,  apparently  brainless  manner.  So did the neckline of her slinky mesh top, which plunged almost to her  bellybutton,  and  she  appeared  to  have  been  poured  into  her wet-look black pants. The transparent breast supporters she wore to  uplift  her  boobs  and  make  the  most  of  her  cleavage  didn"t  go astray either. 

But the smile she"d fixed to her face was making her jaw ache. And she itched to slam her fist into the bouncer"s leering face and “encourage”  him  to  treat  her  like  a  worthwhile  human  being instead  of  a  programmed  sex-bot.  She  knew  her  disguise  didn"t help her cause, but it pissed her off that this guy—and all the guys 
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she"d encountered tonight—treated her like she was nothing more than a walking collection of holes for them to stick their dicks into. 

 

Asher had never looked at her that way. 

She  sighed.  And  before  she  could  give  herself  away  by  doing something  out  of  character,  like  weeping,  she  bent  forward  to extract  some  credits  from  her  boot  and  give  the  bouncer  an unencumbered  view  of  her  assets.  He  accepted  the  bribe  with alacrity, patted her down with lingering enjoyment, and presented her with another passkey to Brin"s room. 

Dumbass! For all he knew, she could have been an assassin. So much for the club"s much-vaunted security. 

Calista put her finger to her lips and winked at the bouncer as she  quietly  opened  the  door.  Unnoticed  by  the  preoccupied inhabitants, she slipped inside and secured the door behind her. 

This room appeared to have been decorated by someone with a penchant  for  sordid  little  sex  fantasies  and  no  taste  whatsoever. The  walls  had  been  covered  with  an  eye-searing  shade  of  scarlet faux-velvet,  and  the  floor  with  shaggy  black  carpeting.  A  faceted mirror-tiled  ceiling  and  a  couple  of  shiny  silver  synth-leather couches  completed  the  look.  She  didn"t  envy  the  staff  having  to clean up after the clients. Or maybe the washed out pink spots of light  provided  by  strategically  placed  illumination  globes  set  into the walls had some purpose other than enhancing the allure of the sex-workers.  Calista  knew  that  sex  could  be  a  degrading  and sordid  experience,  that  it  could  be  wielded  like  a  weapon.  This place  confirmed  it.  She  shuddered  to  think  of  what  disgusting excretions might be revealed in the hard light of day. 

She stood behind Brin, watching his bare ass bob up and down as he humped a barely legal pro doggy-style on the floor. He had one  arm  wrapped  around  her  waist,  his  fingers  digging  into  her hip  to  prevent  her  from  moving  as  he  thrust  into  her.  The  other hand  played  with  her  breasts,  pinching  the  nipples  hard  enough that the girl gasped, though whether from pain or pleasure, Calista 
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couldn"t tell. 

She pondered that fish-belly pale ass and decided that full rear assault  would  be  the  best  option.  She  bent  at  the  waist,  grabbed Brin"s  swaying  testicles,  and  twisted  hard.  Viciously  hard.  He collapsed in a heap atop the girl, his weight taking her to the floor. His face was mooshed into her back, and when he turned his head to the side to try to snatch a breath, Calista saw that his face was crimson, his mouth agape in a silent scream of agony. 

“Get off me!” the girl said, awkwardly bending her arm round to smack  at  her  client.  “Freaking  fuck!”  Calista  heard  her  mutter. “Hope he hasn"t got a dicky heart. Last thing I need is another one dying on me.” 

“No worries on that account,” Calista told the startled girl, who squeaked  and  quit  trying  to  wiggle  out  from  under  Brin"s  dead weight. “It"s nothing more serious than a case of blue balls. But I don"t think he"s gonna be much use to you for a while. Would you like to get up off the floor now?” 

The girl nodded, her eyes sick with apprehension. 

“Don"t worry, hon. I"m not interested in you. I came specifically for this piece of shit.” Calista wrapped a fist in Brin"s hair, grabbed his  upper  arm  and  hauled  him  off  the  girl,  rolling  him  onto  his back. She fished a hundred credit disk from her boot and tossed it at the girl as she  scuttled out of Calista"s reach. “Okay if I have a little talk with our man here? I won"t take long, and then he"ll be all yours again.” 

The girl eyed the disk in her hand. Her eyes crossed as she read the  value.  She  bit  her  lip,  met  Calista"s  gaze  and  shrugged.  “He"s got  another  thirty  minutes,  and  then  he"s  off  the  timer.  Doesn"t much matter to me whether you want to screw him over or screw him for real, so long as you"re finished up when the buzzer sounds. Or,”  she  eyed  Calista  up  and  down  in  a  blatantly  speculative fashion, “you could book up my next slot.” 

“Sorry,  hon.  I  don"t  swing  that  way.”  Calista  squatted  on  her 
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haunches and hauled Brin"s head up by his hair until her gaze was level  with  his  pain-shocked,  tear-rimmed  eyes.  With  her  spare hand,  she  reached  down  between  his  legs,  cupped  his  abused testicles and squeezed again. “And I do believe that I can be done in  five,”  she  said.  “So  you  might  even  be  able  to  have  a  bit  of  a break on me.” 

 

Brin"s eyes rolled back in his sockets until the whites showed. 

“But  that  depends  entirely  on  how  cooperative  your  client decides  to  be.”  Calista  eased  off  the  pressure  on  his  testicles  and waited until he"d caught his breath and seemed capable of speech. “Are you going to cooperate, Brin?” 

He licked the blood from his lip where he"d bitten it. “Fuck you, bitch,” he whispered, his voice so hoarse with pain that she had to read his lips to fully comprehend him. 

“Oh  no,  Brin.  That"s  not  gonna  happen.”  Calista  squeezed  his balls  again  to  give  him  a  taste  of  the  pain  he"d  inflicted  upon Asher.  Just  because  she  could.  Then  she  released  him,  watching clinically as he clutched himself and turned on his side to vomit a thin  stream  of  luridly  colored  liquid  onto  the  carpet.  While  he finished  spewing  up  his  drinks,  she  unfastened  the  necklace  she wore. It was a delicate piece made of three strands of thin plaited wire, yet another thing the bouncer had missed. Then she shoved Brin onto his back and straddled him, positioning herself so that her  knees  pinned  both  his  elbow  joints.  She  bounced experimentally. The pressure of her knees on his joints made him grunt. 

 Calista smiled down at him. “You see, Brin, I"ve been perusing the dives, listening to the gossip, and I already know some things. I know that while Nate was planet-side delivering me to Leighton, you guys decided to abandon ship.” She took feral delight in seeing his eyes round and his jaw sag when it hit him who she was. And when his body stiffened beneath her, she knew he felt true fear for the  first  time  since  she"d  entered  the  room.  Calista"s  reputation 


From the Ashes

was  working  to  her  advantage.  He  knew  she"d  once  mutilated Nate.  And  now  he  was  terrified  that  he  was  about  to  suffer  a similar fate. 

Minutes  earlier,  she"d  been  furious  with  Brin,  brimming  with the need to extract vengeance for what he had done to the man she loved.  She"d  wanted  to  pry  open  Brin"s  jaws  and  feed  him  his treacherous balls, make him beg her forgiveness before she slit his throat. And she should have been able to harness those emotions, work them, use them. She should have felt empowered by his fear, thrilled  to  her  core  because  she  could  use  it  to  extract  what  she needed from him. 

Now  she  felt  sickened  and  appalled  by  what  she"d  done.  What she was about to do. Brin, too, was a product of Nate"s influence. If Brin  hadn"t  murdered  Asher,  Nate  would  have  seen  to  it  he suffered for the sin of showing mercy to another living creature. So who was Calista to pass judgment on him? 

She  wouldn"t  let  this  weakness  sway  her  from  her  chosen course, though. She would do anything to save Asher. Anything at all. Including torture Brin, even if she despised herself for it later. 

She  slipped  once  more  into  her  assumed  persona,  patting  her wig  and  fluttering  her  eyelashes  at  him.  She  used  these  feminine gestures like armor, to help her distance herself from her victim. “Amazing how easy it is to get what you need when you look like a bimbo.  Gotta  applaud  your  good  sense  in  jumping  ship,  by  the way.  Nate"s  crews  never  seem  to  last  very  long.  He  goes  through them like hand cleanser. But what I don"t know is what happened to  Asher.  I  went  back  to  the  ship  to  retrieve  him,  but  he  was already gone. So,” she drew the necklace through her fingers, “how about you enlighten me?” 

Brin grimaced and opened his mouth, doubtless to spew some vitriolic nonsense at her. 

“Uh uh!” Calista arched her back so that she could reach behind her  with  one  hand.  She  squeezed  his  balls  until  he  expelled  his 
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breath  with  a  thready  groan.  “Not  interested  in  insults.”  She released him and straightened to wave the necklace in front of his face.  “See  this?  It"s  a  garrote.  But  I"m  not  intending  to  use  it  on your big head, if you catch my drift.” 

 

It  took  him  awhile,  but  he  did  comprehend  her  meaning.  And the  dusky  hue  suffusing  his  cheeks  drained  away,  leaving  him pasty-white.  He  started  to  struggle,  trying  to  buck  her  off,  but Calista  had  a  plan  for  that,  too.  She  scooped  what  looked  like  a simple comms device from its snug hiding place in the braided coil of her wig and pressed it beneath Brin"s breastbone. “Betcha don"t know what this is.” 

She  thumbed  a  button.  Brin"s  spine  arched  and  his  jaw clamped.  She  eased  off  the  current  and  rode  him  back  to  the ground where he lay limp, all the fight drained from him. “Wow. Look at that. Stunning.” 

The young pro sniggered her appreciation of the pun. 

“Tell  you  what,”  Calista  said,  cutting  her  gaze  to the  girl.  “You can have it when I"ve finished up here. You know, for protection if things ever get a bit too rough for your liking.” 

“Really?” 

“Really.  A  pretty  girl  like  you  can  never  have  too  much protection from assholes like this guy, for example.” She pinched Brin"s lax cheeks with one hand and baby-talked at him. “And you are such an asshole, aren"t you, Brin. Yes, you are.” She cocked an ironic eyebrow at the pro. “Us girls gotta stick together, right?” 

The girl"s eyes filled with tears. “Thanks.” She ducked her head, absorbed in fingering the credit disk. 

“No  problem.  Least  I  can  do.”  Calista  pretended  not  to  notice her loss of control. And had to take a moment to shore up her own and  blink  back  tears  of  rage.  If  circumstances  had  been  different and she"d not escaped the slavers, Calista  might have envied this girl  her  lot  in  life.  The  girl  might  not  realize  it  right  now,  but  at least she had a choice. She wasn"t a true slave, not like Calista had 
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almost been. Not like Asher. 

She turned her full attention back to Brin. “Can you hear me?” She backhanded his face. 

He blinked up at her, his mouth working. 

“So,  Brin,  as  I  was  saying—or  should  I  say,  showing  you—all I need to do is up the setting on this handy-dandy little device, zap you with it, and I can pretty much deprive you of your male parts without  any  interference  from  you.  Do  you  understand  what  I"m telling you? One zap, and you"re out cold. I do the deed, and you wake  up  a  dick-less  wonder.  Nod  if  you  get  the  picture.”  He nodded. Rather enthusiastically, considering the state of him. 

“Excellent.”  Calista  forced  her  lips  to  stretch  into  a  delighted smile.  She  could  do  this.  She  could  channel  Nate  and  threaten Brin. She could even pull off a Leighton and pretend that she was getting  off  on  torturing  Brin,  if  it  served  her  purposes.  It  might damage  her  soul  beyond  repair,  catapult  her  into  the  dark  place lurking inside her and strand her there so she could never return, but she could do this. For Asher. 

She  stared  at  Brin"s  slack-lipped,  dazed  face.  But  she  wasn"t seeing her victim. She was seeing Asher"s face as he gazed into her eyes the instant before Brin murdered him. 

“Now,  how  about  you  tell  me  everything  you  know,  starting from after you cold-bloodedly murdered the man I love in front of me.” 




Chapter Eighteen 

 

From what Brin had been able to tell her, Calista knew that not long  after  she"d  been  taken  to  Leighton"s  apartment,  Asher  had killed Valder and escaped Nate"s ship. Lucky for Brin, she"d been so  relieved  by  that  little  tidbit  that  she"d  decided  to  be  merciful. And she told him that to his face while she smashed her fist into his  nose  and  then  stomped  her  boot  atop  the  fingers  of  his  right hand until she heard the bones shatter. He"d held the gun that he used to murder Asher in his right hand, so she reckoned that was appropriate. 

The young prostitute had watched and listened. And shown her tacit approval at the punishment meted out to her client by curling her  lip  at  Brin  and  declaring  that  she  was  going  to  learn  how  to defend herself, too. 

Her  expression  was  so  full  of  malicious  glee  that  Calista  burst out  laughing.  Who  would  ever  have  believed  she  would  end  up being  such  a  fabulous  role  model  for  young  women?  She  almost felt  sorry  for  the  next  paying  customer  who  roughed  up  this  girl the wrong way. Almost. 

She  spent  the  next  thirty-six  hours  scanning  newsies  and hacking into comms systems, desperate for any hint of what might have  happened  to  Asher.  She  followed  lead  after  promising  lead, only to have them  peter out. Finally, when  her eyes felt like they might bleed and she was about to throw herself on the sagging bed in her rented dive and howl with grief, she hit pay-dirt with a PP, private penitentiary, ad-site. 

She didn"t know whether to sob with relief or horror. An alien fitting Asher"s description had been picked up on the streets. He"d 
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had no ID, no visitor"s permit, and wasn"t “in the system,” so he"d been  deemed  an  illegal  alien  and  incarcerated.  And  under Libertine  law,  anyone  who  cared  to  bail  him  out  and  pay  the usurious debts he incurred by sitting in lockup and being fed two meals a  day, owned him. But the bastards running this PP had a better idea. Recognizing his potential worth, they"d auctioned him off. 

The  holo-vid  link  on  his  auction  page  shredded  her  heart.  It depicted him stripped naked to better display his assets. His stiff-backed  posture  screamed  defiance,  but  his  eyes  told  a  different story. So lackluster, so full of despair, that she could barely focus for  the  tears  streaming  down  her  face.  She  wiped  her  cheeks, sucked up her pain, and delved further. 

Hot-cold  chills  prickled  her  spine  as  she  tracked  the  bids  and noted the vast amounts of credits people were prepared to pay for a prize like Asher. If one believed the hype, he"d been the hottest item ever auctioned. 

A businessman named Blair Tilia topped the bidding. 

Calista  dug  deeper  and  discovered  that  Tilia  had  made  his money  dealing  Rapture,  or  “Rap”,  as  it  was  known  on  the  street, the drug of choice for wealthy Imps who liked to party. Taken in pill  form,  Rap  was  your  average  chemical  high,  nothing  too dramatic unless you were unlucky enough to be one of those poor bastards who became instantly addicted to the stuff. But when cut with stim and a bunch of other dubious pharmacological delights, it  reached  a  whole  „nother  level—especially  when  injected intravenously. 

Ultra-Rap  allowed  users  to  stay  awake  and  alert  for  days  on end.  No  surprises  that  the  simulation  gamer  community  took  to the stuff with a vengeance. And when the corpses of gamers, who"d literally  starved  to  death  while  jacked  into  their  favorite  sims, started  turning  up,  Tilia  figured  it  was  time  to  make  himself scarce. 
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He emigrated to Libertinus, where his reputation had preceded him, and he enjoyed celebrity status by way of his exclusive, high-society,  by-invitation-only,  parties.  According  to  the  gossip newsies,  what  went  on  at  those  parties  was  enough  to  give  a person nightmares if he or she was the least bit squeamish about witnessing  firsthand  how  much  punishment  a  human  body—and some not-so-human, enhanced bodies—could take. 

Nate had once paid a small fortune to get his hands on a bootleg micro-vid  that  a  guest  had  recorded  while  attending  a  private Libertine  party.  The  “entertainment”  had  turned  out  to  be  as nauseating  and  depraved  as  Calista  had  been  led  to  expect  from filthy  rich,  incredibly  jaded  Libertines.  She"d  witnessed  a surgically enhanced, hollow-eyed young man hand a pretty young woman a synth-leather whip and  encourage her to strip the flesh from his back. Worse, though, had been the thin, sickly pale young girl who"d smiled dreamily while she was passed around the guests and  penetrated  by  cocks,  fingers,  dildos  or  whatever  instrument happened to be handy. 

Calista  had  suffered  nightmares  for  weeks  after  watching  it. Even now, the thought of it made her nauseated. 

Doubtless, Tilia"s parties would feature similar entertainments. He was throwing one tomorrow night and she would bet her ship that his latest acquisition, one Phoenixae alien named Asher, was gonna be the main event. 

And the chances that Tilia"s interest in Asher was because of his double-decker cocks? 

Nil. 

The auction ad copy hadn"t come right out and said what Asher was  because  it  was  illegal  to  traffic  in  Phoenixae.  They  were incredibly  rare  items,  seen  for  the  most  part  in  the  company  of Imp royals. To the general public, Asher"s extra cock might well be discounted  as  a  prosthetic  gimmick.  But  Tilia  had  paid  the equivalent of ten small fortunes to possess Asher. He knew exactly 
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what he was bidding for. 

Fuck. No way was she gonna be able to gatecrash this party and talk her way past the bouncers. Calista slumped back against her chair, fatigue finally taking its toll. The despair she"d been holding at bay through sheer will alone crushed her. The task of rescuing Asher  seemed  insurmountable.  Security  at  Tilia"s  functions  was tighter than precautions taken for a freaking Imp coronation! 

She had to get in. If she could just wangle an invitation…. 

Her  brain  kicked  up  a  notch.  Desperation  tended  to  have  that effect on her. How about if she was the escort of an invited guest? 

Hope  washed  away  her  fatigue  and  gifted  her  tired  mind  and body with a second wind. Another hour of skimming the newsies and she had her target. Tilia"s youngest boy, Pierce, was rumored to be a hopeless excuse for a son. His father had written him off. He  threw  money  at  the  kid  and  let  him  pretty  much  do  as  he pleased.  No  expectations  equaled  no  disappointments.  And according to the newsies, the kid was a sucker for a pretty face. 

Nine  p.m.  Good.  Most  well-to-do  Libertines  would  be  sitting down  to  their  evening  meal.  Calista  injected  a  dose  of  stim  and headed out on a whirlwind shopping spree. 

By ten, she was all rigged out in up-market party gear, ready to hit the kid"s favorite night-spot. 

She  glanced  at  herself  in  the  mirror  and  made  a  face.  At  least the cosmetics she"d slathered on hid the ravages caused by stress and fatigue and disguised the bags beneath her eyes. But as for her clothes, she might as well have tattooed “brainless bimbo out for a good time” on her forehead. The get-up might have been amusing if she"d been wearing it to tease Asher. Instead, all she wanted to do was cover herself with a voluminous coat. And stick a las-pistol down the waistband at the small of her back. 

Unarmed, she felt exposed. Vulnerable. 

It took every ounce of courage she possessed to saunter past the goggle-eyed bouncers and enter the club. 
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Rather than inflicting grievous bodily harm whenever some guy dared  pinch  her  ass,  she  smiled  and  batted  her  eyelashes.  She could hardly fault them when her skirt was little more than a shiny strip of silver that barely covered her  ass.  Or when her  matching panties  were  so  teeny,  she  had  to  peel  her  butt-cheeks  off  the barstool.  The  groping  could  have  been  worse.  They  might  have gone for her boobs, which were bare except for the sparkly pasties she"d affixed around her nipples. 

Though she wanted to hide herself in the Ladies, she even made a complete spectacle of herself on the dance floor. It was expected that a girl dressed as she was would put herself on display for the delectation  of  the  numerous  men—and  women—looking  for  a companion.  She  threw  her  heart  and  soul  into  her  performance, jiggling her tits with complete abandon until, with a little judicious fingering, one of the pasties flew off. 

And hit her intended victim right in the face. 

“Ooooh!” she shrieked. “Wardrobe malfunction. How dreadfully embarrassing! I have no idea how that could have happened.” She cupped her breast in a hand and poked the areola with her finger. “Gee.  It"s  still  quite  sticky.  And  I  paid  top  credits  for  these  stick-ons, too.” She gave him tragic eyes. “I"m so very sorry.” 

Pierce  Tilia  blinked  at  her  bare  breast  like  he  couldn"t  believe his  luck.  “No  need  to  apologize.  Here,  let  me  try  and  fix  that  for you.”  He  advanced,  the  pasty  grasped  between  his  fingers,  intent not only on being chivalrous, but going the extra sector. 

Calista was proud that she didn"t even flinch. She thrust out her chest  and  let  him  grope  her  boob  and  pant  all  over  her  as  he  re-affixed  the  pasty  in  position.  In  person,  he  was  even  more  tragic than his sims portrayed. He was a painfully skinny, sallow-skinned young  man.  His  black  sateen  shirt  was  opened  to  his  navel,  to better  display  a  bunch  of  heavy  platinum  necklaces.  It  wasn"t  a good look for the poor boy. 

“Why,  thank  you,  handsome,”  she  cooed.  “You  are  such  a 
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gentleman!” She turned on her heel to sashay off the dance floor. 

He pawed her arm. “Wait! Can I buy you a drink?” 

“Oooh!  You"re  so  clever.  How  did  you  know  I  was  thirsty?” Bugger.  Now  she  was  gonna  gave  to  be  polite  and  have  a  drink. And  it  was  gonna  be  damned  hard  to  resist  the  temptation  of downing  cocktails  to  help  her  through  this  sordid  little performance. 

She let him escort her to his private booth and played wide-eyed ingénue  to  the  max.  And  when  his  sweaty  hand  left  her  knee  to crawl  up  her  thigh,  and  higher,  until  he  cupped  her  groin,  she giggled  like  an  inane  little  twit  instead  of  teaching  him  some manners.  Or  running  back  to  her  room  and  scrubbing  away  her self-disgust at the liberties she was allowing him. 

Cringing inwardly, she let him have a feel, just long enough to get  him  all  hot  and  bothered,  before  she  playfully  slapped  his wrist.  “You"re  gonna  have  to  buy  me  more  than  a  cocktail  if  you want  to  get  into  my  panties.  Oh,  and  at  least  ask  me  my  name.” She leaned forward to whisper in his ear, pressing her practically naked chest against his arm. “A girl has to have a few standards, you know.” 

He brayed an appreciative laugh and asked her name. 

“My  friends  call  me  Cee-cee.”  It  was  an  old  nick-name  she"d been stuck with as a child. She hated it. It was too sweet, too cute. It belonged to another girl from another life. And she"d chosen it in an attempt to keep herself grounded, so that she didn"t get too comfortable with her role-playing and slip up. Now she just had to school herself not to snarl whenever Pierce used it. 

They chatted about this and that. Well, she listened and made appropriate  noises  while  he  boasted  and  his  hands  continued  to wander. And to reward him for groping her and treating her like a piece of meat, she sucked his face and pretended to nearly orgasm on  the  spot  when  he  asked  her  to  accompany  him  to  view  of  the latest  debauched  form  of  “entertainment”  on  offer  to  the 
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privileged few. 

 

“Oh  my  gods,”  she  squealed.  “You"re  Blair  Tilia"s  son?  You"re like,  famous!  The  newsie  vids  don"t  do  you  justice.  You"re  sooo much  more  handsome  in  real  life.”  Gag.  She  knew  she  sounded insincere, but he was lapping it up. The kid didn"t have a brain in his skull. What a waste of oxygen. 

And then she felt ashamed for being cruel. He was a victim, too, with a tyrant for a father. And she was using him for her own ends, planning  to  dump  him  neck-deep  in  a  shit  storm  of  trouble.  The very least she could do was make an effort to sound like she meant the effusive compliments she was spouting. 

She gave him the most dazzling smile she could summon. “No wonder all the girlies here tonight have been licking their lips over you.  You"re  quite  a  catch,  you  know.”  She  snuggled  up  to  him. “And I"m sooo lucky you chose me as your escort for this party. Oh my, it"s a dream come true! I reeeally must think of some way to thank you properly. Tomorrow? After the entertainment? Do you have some private place where we can go?” She stuck her tongue in his ear and wiggled it about a bit. “Sound-proofed, of course. I get quite vocal when I"m worked up.” 

He  made  arrangements  to  pick  her  up  at  her  hotel,  and  she extricated  herself  from  any  further  obligations  by  the  simple expedient of slipping a mild sleepie into his drink and waiting for him  to  doze  off.  After  a  quick  chat  with  one  of  Pierce"s  bored witless  minders,  she  ensured  that  her  “poor,  tired  darling”  was loaded into  a skimmer and taken back to his apartment, and she was free of him. 

Thank  the  gods,  she  was  free.  She  bolted  from  the  club  and made  it  to  her  room  before  she  lost  it.  She  wrapped  her  arms around  her  shins  and  rested  her  chin  on  her  bent  knees,  rocking back and forth, keening her grief for Asher, sobbing her heart out because  she  hadn"t  understood  what  a  precious  gift  she"d  been given until he had been taken from her. 
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When she"d cried herself out, she swiped the tears from her face with  the  heels  of  her  hands  and  retired  to  the  grungy,  boxlike bathroom  to  scrub  off  her  finery.  She  glanced  in  the  mirror  and shuddered.  Smeared  cosmetics,  swollen  eyes,  red  nose—what  a freaking wreck! She was no use to Asher in this state. 

She  brushed  her  teeth,  gargled  mouthwash,  and  scrubbed herself in the san until her skin was pink and glowing in an effort to slough off the memory of Pierce"s sweaty, eager hands. 

Pierce. Damn her soft heart, but she felt sorry for him. The kid might not be the brightest star in the cosmos, but he wasn"t a bad sort. If there were any other way…. 

Ah,  screw  this.  She  was  in  danger  of  becoming  the  weak,  soft-hearted  female  that  Nate  had  once  accused  her  of  being.  She couldn"t  afford  to  feel  sorry  for  anyone  right  now.  Getting  Asher back was the only thing that mattered. And anyone who got hurt or got in the way? Collateral damage. Acceptable casualties. 

“Yeah,” she muttered, as she held her arms out from her sides and stepped into the air-drier. “You just keep telling yourself that, Calista.” 

She  sorted  out  appropriate  accessories  for  tomorrow  evening. There  was  a  distinct  art  to  wearing  as  little  as  possible  while concealing  a  variety  of  lethal,  undetectable  weapons.  And  when she was satisfied with her “look,” she popped a sleepie and crawled beneath the covers. She wasn"t a fan of chemically induced sleep, but  she  was  exhausted.  The  last  thing  she  needed  was  to  add another sleepless night to the ones she"d already suffered. 

She  didn"t  dream  about  Pierce.  Instead,  her  nightmares  were filled  with  Pierce"s  father,  Blair,  smiling  as  he  gave  the  order  to murder Asher and torch his body. Again. And again. And again. 

Calista  woke  sitting  bolt  upright  in  her  bed,  her  mouth stretched so wide that her jaw ached. Her body was clammy with sweat,  the  covers  tangled  around  her  waist.  And  when  she swallowed,  her  throat  was  scratchy  and  sore.  As  if  she"d  been 
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screaming for hours on end. 

 

**** 

Pierce"s daddy had credits to burn, and he"d gone all out when it came  to  decorating  his  palatial  home.  Gold  leafed  this  and  black marble that, contrasting exquisitely with white sateen tablecloths and napkins. 

“Wowee!”  Calista  didn"t  have  to  be  that  good  of  an  actress  to blink  in  wide-eyed  wonder  at  the  opulence  of  her  surroundings and  inject  the  correct  amount  of  awe  into  her  voice  to  show  she was impressed because she was. Even the flutes were crystal and filled with a pink bubbly concoction that Pierce informed her was champagne, shipped in off-world because, “Father says still wines and spirits disagree with him, so he only drinks champagne.” 

She hoped he choked on it. 

She  pressed  her  palm  over  her  stomach  in  an  attempt to  calm the  roiling  mass  of  half  apprehension,  half  excitement  that  had lodged in her gut. She always suffered right before embarking on a dangerous job. It was the waiting, the chewing over of meticulous plans  and  hoping  like  heck  she"d  covered  every  possible eventuality. The wondering whether this time, her number might be up. This situation, this time, was far worse. This wasn"t about credits or cargo or even giving the system the big freaking finger. Asher"s life was at stake. And for Calista, the stakes had never been higher. 

“You  look  incredible,  Cee-cee,”  Pierce  told  her,  pressing  a sloppy  kiss  to  her  heavily  rouged  cheek.  “So  sophisticated!  Are those stockings and suspenders, by any chance?” 

Calista yanked her thoughts from Asher and got her head in the game. Time to quit playing at being Cee-cee and become Cee-cee. She fluttered her eyelashes at him and struck a hip-jutting pose. “I got them just for you, sweetie. You like?” 

He exhaled a shaky breath. “Ohhh, yes. Very much.” 

“Wait  till  you  see  the  rest,”  she  said.  “You"re  in  for  quite  a 
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surprise.” 

The stockings and suspenders that she"d paired with her shiny gold,  ass-skimming  dress  were  distraction  tactics,  nothing  more. However,  the  jewels  studding  the  netting  that  kept  the  up-do  on her elaborate wig in place were more than mere jewels. They were her  weapon  of  last  resort.  One  of  her  dangly  earrings  was  a detonator  for  that  aforementioned  weapon.  The  other,  an electronic disrupter. She wore the latest in garrote-style necklaces and  bracelets.  A  flexible  resin  blow-pipe  loaded  with  three  darts dipped  in  a  non-fatal  toxin  rested  comfortably  beneath  her breasts.  The  blow-pipe  had  the  added  benefit  of  acting  like  the ultimate uplift, and was disguised still more by the draped bodice of  her  dress.  The  zippers  of  her  knee-high  boots  concealed  thin resin  blades.  But  the  pièce  de  résistance  was  the  smoke  grenade built into each stiletto heel of her boot. Those were her best bet for getting Asher out. The heels were designed to snap off the boots. One  sharp  tap  against  something  solid  would  activate  the  trigger and screen a large area of the room in a thick blanket of gray. 

 “I  love  surprises,”  Pierce  said,  so  earnestly  that  Calista  had  to smother a smile. He was kinda growing on her. 

“You"re so fricking sweet I just want to eat you up!” 

A  blush  painted  his  pale  cheeks.  “I"ve,  er,  made  arrangements for that. Later on tonight.” 

She pinched his arm. “Oooh, you"re such a naughty boy. I can"t wait!  C"mon,  sweetie,  let"s  find  a  seat.  I  want  a  real  good  view  of tonight"s entertainment.” Like, as close to the stage—and Asher— as she could get. 

He tucked her arm in his and patted her hand. “No need to fret, Cee-cee. I"ve got a table reserved just for us.” 

Crap! She didn"t want to end up too far from the stage. But she couldn"t  afford  to  make  a  scene,  so  she  allowed  herself  to  be  led through the crowd and ushered up a couple of steps into a slightly elevated,  enclosed  booth.  Pierce  closed  the  doors  behind  him, 
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shutting them away from the less fortunate guests. 

 

Calista  leaned  over  the  booth"s  railing  and  estimated  the distance to the stage. Hmmm. Maybe this wasn"t such a bad place to be after all. The booth was like a small, private balcony, built to one side of the stage. She had an uninterrupted view, and it would be  child"s  play  to  leap  down  from  the  railing  to  access  the  stage, even  encumbered  by  these  ridiculous,  girly-girl  clothes.  Pierce joined  her  and,  with  a  wave,  acknowledged  a  hard-faced  man sitting in an identical booth on the opposite side of the stage. The wave wasn"t returned. Instead, the man turned to greet the guests who had just been shown to their seats. 

He sighed. “My father. Nothing I do pleases him.” 

“Fathers  are  like  that,”  Calista  said.  “For  the  most  part,  mine was a complete prick.” 

Pierce smothered a burst of laughter. “You"re not like any other girl I"ve ever met, Cee-cee.” 

She snorted. “You have no idea.” 

Pierce  amused  himself  by  fussing  over  how  long  it  was  taking the  champagne  and  appetizers  he"d  ordered  to  arrive.  Calista perched daintily on the edge of her seat—hard to do anything but perch daintily in this get-up—and mentally reviewed the building schematics.  Blair  Tilia  would  throw  a  fit  of  monumental proportions if he knew how easy it had been for her to hack into his  architect"s  files.  She"d  planned  to  set  off  a  smoke-screen, override the controls for the electronically controlled platform that rose  from  beneath  the  stage,  and  make  her  way  through  the underground  maze  of  backstage  dressing  and  props  storage rooms.  Her  exit  would  be  through  the  servants"  entrance  in  the rear of the building, but it paid to be prepared for any eventuality. 

If her plan failed, she still had something in reserve. She might not survive it, but it would give Asher a chance to escape. She was nothing if not flexible. 

And  she"d  rather  die  than  live  the  rest  of  her  life  knowing  he 
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was enslaved. 

Now that Asher had tasted freedom, she wondered whether he might  prefer  death  to  a  life  of  slavery.  And  then  it  hit  her,  a realization  so  vile  that  it  wrung  all  compassion  for  Pierce,  and anyone  else  who  might  suffer  for  her  actions  tonight,  from  her soul. Asher could not even choose death as a form of escape. Blair Tilia—and  anyone  else  who  knew  of  Phoenixae  and  their  unique abilities—could rip Asher from death and resurrect him whenever they pleased. 

Calista suppressed a shudder as she absorbed this new horror. She  allowed  it  to  wash  through  her,  enduring  it  until  she  could harness  it  into  something  she  could  use.  Hate.  The  same  kind  of hate that had sustained her after Nate sold her to the slavers. She would  become  a  ruthless,  hate-filled  monster.  And  she  would prevail. Or die trying. 

She  was  peripherally  aware  of  the  compere  announcing  that everyone  should  take  their  seats  as  she  cast  her  gaze  over  the guests  seated  at  the  front  row  tables.  The  merest  twitch  of  her facial  muscles  betrayed  her  shock  when  she  spotted  a  face  she knew. One that could blow her cover sky-high. 

Leighton. 

Mega-crap! What were the chances? 

Duh.  Pretty  damned  good,  considering  his  wealth  and  his vicious proclivities. 

In her wig and elaborate make-up, she looked nothing like the naked girl who"d been shackled to his bed. Her best option was to ignore him and hope he didn"t recognize her. 

And  then  all  thoughts  of  Leighton  were  wiped  from  her  mind because  Asher  was  somewhere  close  by.  She  could  feel  it—feel him,  a  prickling  sensation  raising  the  fine  hairs  on  her  nape  as though he stood unseen behind her and had reached out to touch her. And oh, how her body yearned for him, wept for him. As did her heart. 
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It  was  all  she  could  do  to  prevent  herself  from  leaping  down onto  the  stage,  grabbing  the  compere,  and  offering  up  another form of entertainment—garroting Leighton if he didn"t give up the goods  and  tell  her  where  Asher  was  being  held.  Instead,  she clasped  her  hands  in  her  lap  and  locked  one  ankle  around  the other. And she waited. 




Chapter Nineteen 

 

 

Asher  felt  Calista"s  essence  seeping  into  his  veins,  reactivating the  bond  that  had  shriveled  to  the  merest  thread  of  connection. She renewed him, strengthened him. But while she was the source of his rapidly increasing power, she was also his biggest weakness. With  her  nearby,  his  focus  would  no  longer  be  on  enduring, surviving, hoping that he might see an opportunity to escape. With her  nearby,  all  he  could  think  about  was  his  need  to  protect  her and keep her safe.  

And  when  the  bond  became  robust  enough  to  sustain  a  true psychic  link,  he  discovered  that  her  emotions  were  dark,  twisted things. Loathing for the man responsible for this coming spectacle and  all  the  people  who"d  come  to  watch.  Fear  and  horror  at  the mere thought of what she might be about to witness, enhanced by bloody, nightmarish images of torture and rape. And a resolve that was  frightening  in  its  intensity,  telling  him  she  would  sacrifice herself for him if need be. 

But underpinning them all was an emotion so pure it stole his breath. 

Love. For him. 

So when Asher"s minder prodded him in the spine with a stun-stick to step onto the hidden platform, which rose to reveal them both  to  the  audience,  his  face  shone  with  a  genuine  smile  of wonder. And the crowd responded in kind, clapping and cheering, even  though  a  naked  male  with  two  sets  of  genitals  was  possibly not what they"d expected. 

Calista loved him! 

In  that  moment,  which  seemed  an  eternity,  this  new  and 
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stunning  knowledge  overrode  everything.  Asher  sought  her amongst  the  crowd.  And  even  though  her  beauty  was  disguised beneath  layers  of  cosmetics  and  a  wig  made  of  midnight  black hair, he recognized her. 

 

Their gazes locked. 

The scrawny young man sitting beside her whispered in her ear. She murmured a response and leaned into him, angling her body enough  that  she  could  press  her  breasts  into  his  arm.  But  she never took her gaze from Asher"s face. 

I’ve come for you. 

She projected the thought directly into his mind. 

Be ready. 

He refused to let the hope burgeoning in his heart take root, for fear  it  would  show  in  his  eyes  and  raise  suspicions.  He  turned away from her to gaze out into the greedy-eyed, expectant crowd. 

Asher"s minder prodded him forward. And because he retained some shred of dignity and didn"t wish to end up sprawled on the floor after copping a dose of that stun-stick, he strode to the center of the stage and played his part. 

His  “part”  involved  standing  still  and  making  it  as  easy  as possible  for  someone  to  kill  him.  There  was  little  point  in struggling. Fighting his fate would only make his inevitable demise more painful and drawn-out. Asher knew this because Blair Tilia had  informed  him  that  he  was  not  a  sadist,  merely  a  provider  of entertainment. 

According to Tilia, sadism was old hat. No one was interested in watching a good, old-fashioned torture session anymore, not when bio-enhancements  could  mask  pain,  internal  artificial  bleeders could spray blood all over the spectators and then clamp off before the  victim  bled  out,  and  medi-units  could  heal  even  the  most appalling damage. Even re-grow amputated limbs. Where was the fun in that? 

But  death  and  resurrection,  now  there  was  a  theme  with 
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fundamental appeal to the human psyche. And the opportunity to personally  participate  in  that  most  primitive  of  cycles,  well,  who could resist the allure? 

Tilia had wanted to ramp up the shock value of the spectacle by having a minor deal Asher the first killing blow, but his publicist had balked and convinced him there might be too much negative publicity  if  a  minor  was  involved.  Especially  because  on Libertinus,  minors  constituted  children  aged  thirteen  and  under. It  had  been  agreed  that  a  young  woman  would  be  randomly selected  to  do  the  deed.  And  then,  when  Asher  had  been  burned and  resurrected,  three  new  members  of  the  audience  would  be invited to do their worst. 

Asher prayed that the young woman selected would be Calista. Even though he would not be permitted to touch her, he could still commune  with  her,  inhale  her  unique  essence  and  let  it  succor him while she did whatever it was she needed to do. Belonging to her was a gift that he, a slave, would always treasure. He trusted her with his body and his soul. Even if she was forced to kill him and  could  not  bring  him  back,  the  last  sensation  he  felt  before death  took  him  would  be  her  touch  on  his  body  and  her  gaze  on his. 

“We  need  a  volunteer,”  the  compere  said.  The  stage  area  had been sown with sound-amplification patches, so he had no need to project his voice to be heard. “Who feels like having some fun?” 

Hands clawed the air. Many were female, hoping they"d get to perform  some  public  sexual  experiments  with  Asher"s  obvious assets. 

He  could  not  hide  his  contempt.  He  unleashed  it  upon  the audience,  using  his  alien  eyes  like  a  psychic  whip.  And  many guests lowered their hands, cowed and shamed. 

Not  that  it  mattered,  for  the  compere  had  already  chosen  the perfect woman. A diminutive, fragile-looking young female with a hint of steel in her eyes. A female who had been given the nod of 
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tacit  approval  by  Blair  Tilia,  even  though  she  hadn"t  deigned  to raise her hand. 

 

And  Asher  intimately  felt  Calista"s  hidden  glee  when  the compere  pointed  at  her,  even  though  she  mimed  apprehension and  reluctance,  and  had  to  be  convinced  by  her  apprehensive escort that it was an honor to be chosen. She allowed herself to be escorted from the booth and  onto the stage. 

Asher intercepted the gaze that passed between Blair Tilia and Calista"s  escort,  and  guessed  that  there  was  more  to  Calista"s selection than mere providence. It smacked of a show of power, an alpha male slapping down a lesser rival. No matter what the real reason behind her being chosen happened to be, it suited Asher"s purposes perfectly. 

And then Calista was standing in front him, and, gods help him, he  couldn"t  prevent  his  body  from  reacting  to  her.  His  cocks thickened  and  stiffened,  and  a  wave  of  desire  heated  his  blood. Staring  into  her  beloved  face,  he  could  not  even  feel  shame  for publicly proclaiming his desire in such a blatant physical show. 

“I see we"ve chosen the right girl,” the compere said, grinning. “Go on, sweetie. We know you"re dying to touch. And we"re dying to know whether they"re both real!” 

The audience roared agreement. 

Calista  approached  him,  and  Asher"s  heart  pounded  with anticipation.  Her  hand  extended  with  excruciating  slowness,  as though  this  world  had  spun  out  of  alignment  with  reality, lengthening  each  passing  second  to  minutes.  She  was  going  to touch  him.  His  pulse  raced,  infused  with  eagerness  and  longing. His cocks swelled, eliciting oohs and  aahs from the audience. He paid no heed because his focus was Calista. And only Calista. 

She laid one hand on his chest, and a jolt of physical sensation screamed through his  body, setting his nerve endings afire. After being deprived of her for so long, he had to lock his knees so that he didn"t crumple to the floor. Her warmth and the sheer force of 
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her personality seeped into his skin, spiking his temperature back up  to  normal  Phoenixae  levels.  He  was  fully  charged.  He  could almost  feel  the  flames  forming  beneath  his  skin.  And  he  knew from the startled expression that flickered in her eyes that she felt it, too. 

She  walked  around  him  in  a  circle,  keeping  her  fingertips  in constant  contact  with  his  skin,  trailing  them  over  his  biceps,  his back,  his  forearm,  and  finally,  his  chest  again.  Her  hand  dipped lower, stroking the planes of his abs, his belly. And then she fisted his  uppermost  cock  and  tugged.  When  she  cupped  his  balls  and squeezed, he bit his lip against a groan. And when she turned her attention to his lower cock, giving it the exact same treatment, he had to grit his teeth and fist his hands at his sides to prevent from snatching her into his arms and pressing his lips to hers. 

She wrinkled her nose and backed away, her lips twisting into a sneer that would have broken Asher"s heart if he"d believed it to be genuine.  “Both  penises  appear  to  be  real,”  she  announced  to  the compere.  “He"s  an  abomination!  What  do  you  expect  me  to  do? Cut the extra one off?” 

“If you like,” the compere said, and drew a dagger from a sheath hanging from his belt. He offered it, hilt first. 

“Cut it off. Cut it off. Cut it off!” The chant rippled through the room,  infecting  even  the  more  squeamish  members  of  the audience. 

Asher couldn"t read Calista"s intentions. Her mind roiled with a seething mass of emotions impossible for him to accurately gauge. He steeled himself for whatever was about to come, whatever she deemed  necessary.  And  he  hoped  that  if  she  hurt  him,  when  her mental  anguish  looped  back  upon  him  and  he  was  forced  to shoulder the burden of it, that he would be able to bear it without flinching. For her sake. 

**** 

Calista,  immersed  in  the  role  she"d  chosen  to  play,  took  the 
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dagger from the compere and made a show of hefting it to test its balance. “Nice,” she said. “Can I keep it when I"m done?” 

 

The  compere  blinked  at  her  deadly  serious  tone  and  then covered his shock with a laugh. “I"ll see what we can arrange.” 

Calista  turned  to  address  Blair  Tilia.  She  tilted  her  chin  in  a direct challenge to his authority. “And what would you like me to do  with  him,  Mr.  Tilia?  I  ask  because  I  would  simply  hate  to disappoint you.” 

Tilia rose from his seat and approached the railing of his private booth. As she"d hoped, he was enough of a showman to appreciate her audacity and use it to work the audience. “My dear, you may do with this creature whatever you see fit.” He turned his back on her  to  face  his  guests.  He  spread  his  arms  wide.  “And  when  this delightful child has had her way with him, you will see something truly astounding. That, my friends—” 

Calista  struck.  Her  dagger  took  Tilia  beneath  his  left  shoulder blade,  turning  what  was  doubtless  intended  to  be  an  eloquent announcement into an incomprehensible gargle. 

“That, my friends,” Calista finished for him, as she bent to pull her  weapons  from  her  boots,  “truly  was  astounding.”  She  flicked her  wrist.  And  before  the  compere  could  react,  the  thin,  almost colorless  blade  bloomed  in  his  chest.  The  second  blade  took Asher"s open-mouthed minder in his throat. 

She  gasped,  momentarily  paralyzed  when  Asher"s  fingertips burst into flames. And before she could utter more than a squeak, he  flicked  the  fire  up  the  walls  and  into  the  crowd.  They  danced from person to person, eliciting hysterical screams as they sizzled through  clothing  and  seared  skin.  People  were  far  too  busy slapping  sparks  and  smothering  flames  to  pay  the  players  on  the stage much heed. 

“Outstanding!”  Calista  was  far  too  much  a  professional  not  to take  advantage  of  the  unexpected  boon.  She  banged  each  heel  of her boot sharply against the stage floor, breaking off both stiletto 
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heels. She kicked them toward the front of the stage and grabbed Asher"s arm as thick smoke began spewing from the heels. “Let"s go.” 

“Cee-cee!”  She  winced  at  Pierce"s  shriek.  “What"s  going  on? What do you think you"re doing?” 

She  hesitated  a  moment,  torn.  And  then  she  hardened  her heart.  She"d  done  the  kid  a  favor  by  stabbing  his  scumbag  of  a father. He should be thanking her! And figuring out how to use it to his advantage. 

Asher squeezed her hand. “I"m sorry for what you had to do.” 

She  should  have  known  she  wouldn"t  be  able  to  fool  this  man with her ice-bitch act. “It doesn"t matter,” she said. “You"re the one thing that matters. You.” And much as she yearned to prove that to him  by  kissing  him  and  holding  him,  for  now  the  words  would have to be enough. 

She  towed  Asher  to  the  back  of  the  stage,  plucked  an  earring from  her  ear  and  pointed  it  at  the  platform.  When  a  high-pitch whine  sounded,  she  almost  sagged  with  relief.  If  her  homemade disruptor  had  failed,  they"d  have  been  screwed  every  which  way. She  tucked  the  earring  into  a  hidden  pocket  in  her  dress  for safekeeping.  The  platform  juddered  and  bucked,  then  smacked downward,  leaving  a  gaping  hole  in  the  stage.  She  projected  her intentions,  and  her  planned  escape  route,  directly  into  Asher"s mind.  He  didn"t  hesitate.  He  grabbed  her  and  jumped  into  the hole, and when she"d found her feet, he grasped her wrist and they ran. 

The  place  was  in  an  uproar  with  hysterical  guests  shrieking “Fire!”  and  fleeing  for  their  lives.  Everyone  was  too  busy  looking after their own skins to worry about a couple of fugitives. Calista even  managed  to  snag  a  robe  from  one  of  the  props  rooms  for Asher to disguise himself with. Everything proceeded according to her  plan  until  they  spotted  the  man  leaning  against  the  doors  to the servants" entrance. 
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“Hello, Calista,” he said, pulling a blaster from his jacket pocket and aiming it right at her chest. “I"ve missed you. You left in such a terrible hurry.” 

Calista skidded to a halt and thrust Asher behind her. She took mental  inventory  of  her  remaining  weaponry.  Crap.  All  her remaining weapons required her to get up close and personal. Pity she  hadn"t  packed  an  extra  blade.  “Leighton.  Fancy  meeting  you here. Did you get bored with the entertainment I left you?” 

“Oh, Nathaniel still has his moments, but he"s resting up at the moment.  And  I  felt  the  need  for  some  fresh  air.”  He  smiled, looking the picture of fresh-faced innocence if one discounted the dark glee lurking in his eyes. 

Calista  didn"t  have  time  to  play  games  with  him.  The  security hooters  were  blaring,  and  whatever  response  team  the  local authorities  had  dispatched  was  sure  to  arrive  in  mere  minutes. “What do you want, Leighton?” 

His smile grew wider and even more chilling. “You know what I want.” His gaze jerked to Asher. “Him.” 

“Over my dead body, Leighton,” she said, her voice a tight snarl. “He"s mine.” 

Asher stepped out from behind her, ignoring her protests. “And she"s mine. If you touch one hair on her head, you"re a dead man.” 

Leighton"s  laugh  echoed  down  the  narrow  corridor.  “What  are you  going  to  do?  Fuck  me  to  death  with  your  double-decker cocks?” 

He was still laughing when Asher flicked a finger at him and his clothing burst into flames. 




Chapter Twenty 

 

 

Leighton got one shot off before his laughter turned to shrieks of  agony.  Asher  threw  himself  in  front  of  Calista,  and  the  beam seared through his side, leaving a fist-sized hole in its wake. 

“Gods, no!” Calista tried to pry his hand away from the wound to check his injury. “Asher!” 

“I"m fine,” he said, brushing her efforts aside. “Let"s go.” 

He  wasn"t  fine.  He  was  bleeding  so  badly  he  wasn"t  going  to remain  mobile,  or  even  upright,  for  long.  But  he"d  be  damned  if he"d let her know that. He dragged her outside, into a back alley. 

She  hooked  his  arm  over  her  shoulder,  taking  as  much  of  his weight as she could. He let her aid him. If he was to save her from the  authorities,  speed  was  of  the  essence.  It  was  imperative  that she  not  be  caught  and  incarcerated.  The  Libertine  justice  system was  corrupt,  and  it  would  be  all  too  easy  for  the  Leightons  and Blair Tilias of this world to buy off the officials and get hold of her. Asher  would  not  let  that  happen.  He  would  do  everything  in  his power  to  ensure  her  continuing  freedom.  Even  if  he  had  to  force her to leave him behind. 

 When  he  heard  the  approaching  sirens,  and  Calista"s  reaction was  to  urge  him  to  try  and  hobble  faster,  Asher  knew  he  had  to take  control  of  the  situation.  “I"ll  wait  here  while  you  hail  a skimmer-cab,” he said. “We can"t risk being caught out in the open on foot.” 

Calista did as she was bid. And it was no surprise to him, given the  way  she  was  dressed,  that  the  first  driver  who  spotted  her slammed on the anchors and screeched to a halt. He cracked the skim-cab"s window the merest fraction. “Where to, Missy?” 
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She reached into the bodice of her dress. 

The cab"s window whizzed down, and the driver leaned out for a better  view.  Asher  bit  back  the  growl  of  “Mine!”  that  vibrated  in his throat. As much as he might wish it, Calista did not belong to him. She belonged only to herself. It was one of the many things he loved about her. 

She  raised  something  to  her  lips,  and  the  driver  slumped against the  door. “Sorry, dude,” Asher heard her say. “I prefer to be  in  the  driver"s  seat.”  She  stuck  his  thumb  on  the  ID  pad  and switched  the  auto-nav  function  on  the  cab"s  console  to  manual. Then she opened his door and tumbled him out onto the curb. 

“Knew that blow pipe would come in handy,” she called out to Asher as she beckoned him forward. 

After  she"d  lowered  the  driving  seat"s  protective  barriers,  she bundled him into the passenger seat of the cab, waited for him to strap himself in, and floored it. 

Asher  slumped  in  his  seat.  His  vision  wavered.  Shiny  black blobs  danced  before  his  eyes.  A  gray  fuzz  was  impinging  on  his mind, stealing his ability to think. His time was running out. “I"m not going to make it,” he said. 

She kept her gaze straight ahead, concentrating on the road. “I know.” 

A flash lit up the interior of the cab. “Shit,” she said. “Looks like they"re on to us.” 

“It  was  only  a  matter  of  time.”  The  sirens  that  should  have blasted  his  eardrums  were  a  mere  whine.  And  the  bright  flashes that should have seared his eyes were blurred and indistinct. “You know what you have to do.” 

“Yeah.” 

“So do it.” 

She  glanced  at  him  then,  her  gaze  cold  and  clear,  as  if  she"d disengaged  her  emotions.  But  inside,  where  no  one  but  Asher could see, her love for him and her anguish at leaving him roiled 
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and  swirled,  gnawing  at  her  and  undermining  her  self-control. And  her  pain  engulfed  him,  so  powerfully  intense  that  a  scream ripped from his throat. 

“Fuck!  I"m  hurting  you,  making  it  worse.”  She  turned  her attention  back  to  the  road,  her  jaw  working  as  she  struggled  for control. 

“Calista—” 

“Save  your  strength.”  With  one  hand,  she  yanked  off  her  wig and tossed it into his lap. “My weapon of last resort,” she told him. “Those sparkly fake jewels aren"t just sparkly fake jewels.” 

“I"ll find you,” he said. “I promise.” 

The words “And if you don"t?” hung poised in the air. She didn"t voice them, and for that small mercy, Asher was glad. Words had power. Best that the possibility he might fail remained unsaid. 

“You"d  better,”  she  said.  Her  composure  cracked.  She  had  to swallow  a  couple  of  times  before  she  could  continue.  “Our  best chance off this hellhole is to make for Doppelganger. Brin told me that  Nate  docked  her  in  a  short-term  allotment  in  the  Eastern quarter. Do you know the entry codes?” She waited for him to nod. “Presuming Nate hasn"t changed them, of course. Meet me there, and we"ll blow this joint.” 

 “Twenty-four  hours.  Don"t  wait  any  longer.  If  Leighton survives, your ship is the first place he"ll look for you.” He wanted to tell her so many things, all the things that he loved about her. He wanted to tell her that he knew she loved him back, that it was all right if she couldn"t say the words aloud because he knew the truth that lay coiled in her heart. But he was afraid that if he did so, she might not leave him, so he remained mute. 

Calista  nodded.  She  programmed  coordinates  into  the  cab"s auto-nav. Then she fished out the earring from her pocket, fiddled with  it,  and  jammed  it  into  a  slot  in  the  console.  “Jamming device,”  she  told  him.  “It"ll  override  the  inbuilt  crash-avoidance program.” 
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Asher  blinked  back  the  darkness  long  enough  to  register  that their skim-cab was headed for what appeared to be a commercial warehouse. 

 “Promise me you won"t wait,” he whispered. “Head straight for your ship. Because if you fuck up and get yourself caught or killed, I swear I will haunt you for eternity.” 

“I know.” She pressed a quick hard kiss to his cheek. Then she opened the door and bailed. 

“I love you,” he whispered. 

Mere seconds later, the skim-cab smashed into the warehouse, and Asher"s world faded to gray. 

**** 

Calista  hid  in  the  shadows,  waiting  until  the  Libertine authorities  had  poked  around  in  the  wreckage  and  pronounced one fugitive dead and the other missing. And when the four men retreated  to  their  vehicles  to  call  for  backup—she  was  a  vicious, ruthless  criminal,  after  all—she  activated  the  electronic  device built  into  her  remaining  earring.  Unwilling  to  witness  Asher"s death,  she  squeezed  her  eyes  tightly  shut  as  the  jewels  studding the netting on the wig lying in his lap exploded. 

When she"d forced herself to pry open her eyes, she saw that the blast incinerated both the stolen vehicle and Asher"s body, as well as taking out an extensive portion of the warehouse. She couldn"t feel any pleasure that her plan of last resort had succeeded so very well.  She  couldn"t  feel  anything  at  all.  Killing  Asher  had  numbed her heart, toppling her into a cold, soulless world where emotions had no place and people did whatever they had to do to survive. 

She"d given him her promise, so she didn"t hang around to take on  the  four  armed  men  and  however  many  others  had  been dispatched.  She  didn"t  wait  for  Asher  to  be  resurrected  and  hope she  could  buy  him  enough  time  to  regain  his  strength  and  fight alongside  her.  She  slid  from  her  hiding  place  and  headed  for  the docks. 
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She  wasn"t  careless  enough  to  presume  that  holo-vids  of  her face weren"t even now being broadcast over the newsies. She lifted a wallet from an unsuspecting patron waiting for admittance to a club  and  used  his  credits  to  purchase  a  unisex  coverall  and  a matching cap from a multi-purpose dispenser. The same dispenser offered a range of cosmetics and toiletries. 

After  ditching  her  party  finery  in  a  darkened  doorway,  she emerged  as  a  dusky-skinned  red-head.  And  with  her  face  hidden by the cap and her figure disguised by the baggy coverall, at first glance she could pass for a teenage boy. 

She  headed  for  the  storage  dock.  With  the  credit  card  she"d stolen  from  Brin,  she  paid  all  the  fees  to  date  and  booked  a departure slot. The overseer who"d been stuck with the graveyard shift  was  more  interested  in  his  porn  holo-vid  than  Calista.  He didn"t  even  glance  at  the  name  she  signed,  let  alone  request  ID. This was, after all, Libertinus. No one gave a shit so long as the fee was  paid.  Not  that  Calista  would  have  let  anything—let  alone  a scrawny  kid  barely  out  of  his  teens—stop  her  from  repossessing her ship. 

She sauntered over to Doppelganger like she had every right to board the vessel and whispered the entry codes. 

She  let  her  breath  out  with  a  whoosh  when  the  hatch  dilated, granting  her  admittance.  Nate,  presuming  that  he  had  her  right where he wanted her, hadn"t gotten around to changing the codes. Her lip curled. The bastard had underestimated her yet again. 

First  she  changed  her  security  codes,  all  except  for  the  main entry hatch code. That one must remain unchanged so that Asher would  be  able  to  gain  access  if  she  was  not  aboard  the  ship.  She buried  the  codes  deep  in  a  quadruple-layered,  hack-proof protection program that she"d been working on before taking the Agrarian  run.  It  still  had  a  few  bugs,  and  once  she"d  eliminated them, she"d planned to sell it. She couldn"t think of a better way to test the program"s effectiveness than on her own ship. She hoped 
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that she was as good as she thought she was. 

 

Next, she scanned Doppelganger’s exterior until she found the snooper  Nate"s  tame  Agrarian  had  planted.  Calista  wasn"t  naïve enough to believe that disabling it would mean that she would be entirely  safe,  not  with  datacore  mirroring  devices  floating  round. But it was the best that she could do for now. 

She  prepped Doppelganger  for  departure  and  turned  her attention to the newsies. 

All  the  major  channels  were  squawking  about  Blair  Tilia"s scandalous party. Details of the fire and speculation over Calista"s rescue  attempt  had  been  broadcast  planet-wide.  The  fallout  was huge, and it wasn"t going to be long before someone connected her to Leighton and Nate. 

Nate. She felt no thrill when she made an encoded call to leak info  about  his  ship  to  three  teams  of  salvagers.  Even  if  Nate  did survive  Leighton"s  sadistic  affections  and  managed  to  dodge  the authorities,  his  ship  would  be  gutted.  He  would  have  lost everything  that  he  valued.  She  couldn"t  think  of  a  more  fitting punishment,  but  she was  going  through the  motions,  doing  what the old Calista would have done. 

This  new  Calista  was  an  automaton,  incomplete,  a  shadow  of the  woman  she"d  once  been.  And  her  focus  was  on  another  task she"d  set  herself  to  perform  before  she  left  this  gods-forsaken planet,  one  that  could  not  be  shirked  because  it  was  her  way  of paying tribute to the man she loved. 

Child"s  play  to  hack  into  their  security  system.  They  would never  figure  out  what—or  who—had  hit  them.  They"d  become complacent.  No  Libertine  had  ever  sullied  himself  by  wondering about  the  wretched  inhabitants  of  the  slave  pens,  let  alone attempted a mass breakout. 

Her  decoder  flashed  the  last  digit  and  the  holding  pen  gates swung  open.  Calista  brought  the  interior  up  on  visual.  Even though  she  was  not  physically  present,  the  fetid  stench  of  urine, 
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feces  and  unwashed  bodies  smacked  her.  She  remembered  that smell, the way it had permeated her skin and her hair, seared her nostrils  and  scoured  her  throat.  The  smell  of  despair,  of hopelessness. She pressed  a hand to her lips, gagging in reaction to memory that was so real, so powerful, that she wondered if she would ever be free of it. 

The  security  cams  showed  her  hundreds  of  faces,  their  gazes hollow  and  hopeless.  Slaves.  Males,  females  and  children,  alike. Humans,  enhanced  humans,  even  a  not-so-humanoid  alien  or three.  Two  Felinoids—mother  and  cub  from  the  looks—their luxuriant pelts now patchy and dulled, their pointed ears laid flat against  their  skulls.  And  even  a  reptilian  Saurian,  its  iridescent scales  flaking  due  to  stress,  its  stub  of  a  tail  proclaiming  its immaturity.  Gods  knew  how  it  had  ended  up  there.  Most  likely stolen  as  an  egg.  Buyers  demanded  a  broad  range  of  potential slaves  to  choose  from.  The  Libertine  slavers  did  their  utmost  to ensure  they  had  it,  including  those  buyers  with  a  taste  for  the exotic. 

She choked down a wail of despair at the thought of Asher being held  in  a  place  like  this.  Then  she  pulled  herself  together  and downloaded  the  virus  that  would  short-circuit  the  restraint controllers all to hell. The floor-mounted shackles snapped open, releasing limbs, ankles and wrists. 

“You"re free,” she announced to the captives over the speakers. Perhaps unnecessarily, but many appeared so traumatized by their current  reality  that  they"d  withdrawn  to  escape  it.  “You"ve  got about  two  hours  tops before  the  locks  on  the  guardhouse  release the guards, and the computers come back online. Go. Or stay. It"s up to you.” 

**** 

When  Calista  ripped  herself  from  sleep  the  next  morning,  she lay still for a moment, heart in her mouth, daring to hope. 

But  her  ship"s  scanners  only  confirmed  what  she  knew  in  her 
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heart. Asher hadn"t returned during the night and chosen another bunk to sleep it off in rather than disturb her. She laughed at her whimsy.  What  a  freaking  fool  she  was.  She  shut  her  pain  away, locking it up tight so that she could continue to function. 

 

She  had  one  more  thing  to  tie  up  before  she  went  off-planet. Donning  her  dark-skinned  red-head  disguise  again,  she  left  her ship  and  used  a  public  console  to  contact  a  certain  Imp noblewoman. 

Calista introduced herself, enjoying the woman"s shriek of fear and  increasingly  elaborate  protestations  of  innocence.  When  she had tired of the entertainment, she instructed the woman to have her husband haul Nate"s crew in on some trumped-up smuggling charge,  or  else  Calista  would  go  public  with  his  nasty  little kidnapping scheme and his detestable little secret, AKA Leighton. 

And  then,  using  a  card  she"d  filched  to  make  the  call,  Calista contacted one of the more respected newsie stations. She gave the reporter  who  answered  the  phone  enough  information  about Leighton"s  proclivities,  along  with  graphic  descriptions  of  what he"d  done  to  Nate,  for  him  to  take  her  seriously  and  dig  into Leighton"s past. 

The newsies had broadcast that Leighton had survived the fire at  Blair  Tilia"s  mansion.  With  dermal  grafts  and  a  skilled prosthetic  surgeon,  he  would  soon  be  as  good  as  new.  And, doubtless,  up  to  his  old  tricks  again.  Calista  couldn"t  in  all conscience leave the boy to continue his sadistic games. 

Done  and  dusted.  Time  to  go.  Time  to  depart  Libertinus  and accept that she would never see Asher again. She wondered if this numbness  would  end,  prayed  to  all  popular  gods  that  it  never would. Because she knew that when her brain allowed her to feel again, the pain would kill her. Having your heart ripped from your chest would do that to a person. 

From deeply ingrained habit, Calista paused to scan the storage dock"s  scheduled  departures  screen  to  confirm  her  time  slot.  She 
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knew  she  had  a  full  hour  before  her  departure  was  called,  but errors  happened.  No  system  was  infallible.  And  if,  for  whatever reason, she didn"t make her slot, her details would be flagged and attention would be focused on her and her ship. 

“Yo, Red!” 

Unease  pricked  her  spine  as  the  guy  manning  the  desk  hailed her. On the pretext of hitching up her pants, she palmed the knife she"d secreted in the waistband of her coverall. “Whassup?” 

“Your captain finally arrived. Cutting it a bit fine, huh?” 

Calista bit her lips against a cry of joy and schooled her features into a sneer. “Freaking typical. The man sure loves his booze and his ladies.” 

The  guy  sniggered.  “Must  have  been  a  helluva  night.  He  sure looked a bit worse for wear.” 

“Fuck.  Guess  who"ll  be  doing  most  of  the  work  today,  then.” Calista  rolled  her  eyes  and  exchanged  a  long-suffering  bet-you-know-what-it"s-like-to-have-a-shithead-boss  look  with  the  guy. “Better go clean him up.” 

“Good luck with that,” the guy said, and flicked the sound back up on the vid he"d been watching. 

Elation zinged through her veins. It had to be Asher. Who else could it be? 

Who else, indeed? 

Think, Calista. Don"t be fooled by your emotions. Just because you  want  it  to  be  Asher  more  than  life  itself,  doesn"t  make  it  so. Could be one of Leighton"s cronies. Or Nate"s. 

She  sauntered  toward  her  ship,  playing  her  role  of  jaded  2IC, even  when  she  was  certain  she  was  no  longer  in  view  of  anyone inside the docking bay offices. 

It  took  her  two  tries  to  whisper  the  entry  codes  to  access  her ship because her throat was so tight.  

The  hatch  slid  open.  And  her  heart  almost  quit  beating  when she  saw  the  man  sprawled  on  the  bridge  floor.  He  hadn"t  even 
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made it to one of the chairs before collapsing. 

 

She had enough presence of mind to ensure the ship"s external hatch was secured and shove her gun down her belt before she ran to his side. 

“Asher!  Oh  gods.”  His  face  was  leached  of  all  vibrancy,  as though  his  life-force  was  fading.  He  appeared  so  still,  so  deathly pale, that she feared she was too late. She ripped open his shipsuit to bare his chest and gasped with horrified dismay at the yellowing masses of past beatings that marred his skin. She placed her palm on his chest and sobbed with relief to feel his heart beating weakly against her hand. 

Calista. 

Even  his  mental  voice  sounded  faint.  She  retained  enough presence  of  mind  not  to  throw  herself  across  his  chest  and  bawl her eyes out. Or pound on him for putting her through all this. He felt  cold,  and  that  was  so  terribly  abnormal  for  him  it  was  like  a slap  in  the  face.  She  chafed  his  wrists  with  her  hands,  trying  to warm him. “Where the heck have you been? And what the fuck is wrong with you?” 

If I am apart from you too long, the bond withers and I sicken. But you are here now. And safe. And if the gods are willing and I am not too weak, I will come back to you. 

“Don"t you dare die on me!” she ordered. 

I am afraid that I may have no choice in the matter. 

“Not  gonna  happen!”  She  gripped  his  face  in  her  hands  and touched  her  forehead  to  his. Do  you  hear  me?  I’m  not  gonna let you die again. I couldn’t bear it! 

I hear you. 

Good! And  because  he  was  weak  and  her  roiling  emotions escalated  his  suffering,  because  she  cared  so  deeply  for  him,  he couldn"t  resist  her.  Calista  reached  out  with  her  mind,  smashed through  his  mental  barriers  and  merged  with  his  psyche.  She poured her strength into him, willing him to heal, demanding that 
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he live. The air around them heated and when Calista tore her gaze away  to  glance  around,  she  discovered  that  their  bodies  were wreathed  with  blue-tipped  white  flames.  Healing  flames,  for although hungry, they neither burned nor consumed. 

“Asher,”  she  whispered,  awed  by  the  beauty  of  the  fiery  halo surrounding  them.  “Are  you  doing  this?”  He  did  not  answer,  so she  sought  his  gaze  and  discovered  that  his  expression  was  as awed and overwhelmed by what was taking place as she knew hers must be. “Uh, I guess not, then!” 

And  when  the  flames  had  burned  themselves  out,  Asher"s injuries were healed. 

She took him in her arms and held him tight. “Whoa. That was totally freaky. Has that ever happened before?” 

He shook his head. “I always knew you were special, Calista.” 

“Oookay  then.”  There  was  no  time  to  dwell  on  that  particular mystery,  not  when  they  had  forty-five  minutes  before  their departure  slot  and  she  had  more  important  things  on  her  mind. Like showing him how much she"d missed him. If he was up to it. 

“I"m up to it,” he said, reading her mind. 

She  cupped  his  chin  in  her  hands  and  rested  her  forehead against  his.  “Don"t  you  ever  nearly  die  on  me  again,  do  you  hear me?” 

“I can"t promise that, Calista.” 

“Try,” she whispered. “Try really hard.” 

He  kissed  her  then,  and  the  touch  of  his  lips  on  hers  was everything she remembered and so much more. 

They  stripped  each  other  of  their  clothes.  And  learned  each other"s bodies. 

She  lipped  her  way  down  his  belly,  pausing  to  twirl  the  tip  of her  tongue  in  the  intriguing  dip  of  his  navel.  She  took  his uppermost  cock  into  her  mouth.  As  she  nibbled  and  sucked  and teased his flesh with her tongue, she squeezed his scrotum, rolling the soft sacs between her fingers. 
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Both his cocks jerked. 

Hmmmm.  Fascinating!  Her  spare  hand  played  with  his  lower cock,  caressing  the  velvety  soft  head  and  running  her  fingers  up and down the shaft. 

He  groaned,  thrusting  his  hips  upward,  and  she  increased  her suction and the pressure of her fingers. 

She  reveled  in  his  pleasure.  He  fed  the  exquisite  sensations  of what she was doing to him back to her through the mind-link they shared.  Her  skin  heated,  her  inner  core  throbbed  and  she,  too, groaned with pleasure. 

“Enough!” Asher levered himself up and seized her beneath her armpits.  He  hauled  her  back  up  his  body,  draping  her  over  his chest like a blanket. Entwining one leg about her thigh, he rolled her onto her back. 

Calista  spread  her  legs,  granting  him  the  cradle  of  her  hips, opening herself to him, trusting him. 

His  hands  grasped  her  knees,  pushing  them  back  toward  her chest. Then he paused. “Be certain that you want this, Calista.” 

She  hooked  her  arms  beneath  her  knees,  spreading  her  thighs wide,  opening  herself  to  him,  showing  him  that  her  pussy glistened  with  her  need  for  him.  “Look  at  me,”  she  said.  “I  love you. How can I not want you? How can I not want this?” 

The  utter  joy  that  spread  across  his  face  and  shone  from  his eyes  humbled  her.  Tears  pricked  her  own  eyes,  and  she  blinked them back. “Now shut up and fuck me, egg boy.” 

“As you command, master.” 

“Master, huh? I"ll punish you for that. Later.” 

“I look forward to it.” 

He released her knees to circle one of his cocks with his hands and  stroke  himself.  His  gaze  never  left  her  face  as  he  worked himself. She"d never watched a man masturbate before. It turned her on something wicked. Never before had she felt this wanting, this undeniable need to take a man inside her and give herself to 
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him, body and soul. 

“It"s the bond, isn"t it?” she whispered. “That"s why I want you so  badly.  Is  it  like  this  for  every  Phoenixae  who"s  loved  by  his master?” 

“I don"t know,” he said. “Because although numerous Phoenixae have loved their masters, not a single one has been loved back the way I know you love me.” 

“We"re the first?” 

“We"re the first.” 

She blinked and shook her head as she processed the enormity of that knowledge And the sheer stupidity of humans. How could any master not love  a  Phoenixae?  How could any master not fall completely and utterly in love with a man like Asher? 

“No master in the history of our kind has truly loved one of us for  who  we  are—in  the  same  way  that  a  man  loves  a  woman— rather  than  for  what  we  can  do  or  make  them  feel,”  Asher  said. “Over the  centuries of our service, many masters have developed deep  affection  for  us,  but  it  is  the  same  affection  one  has  for  a compliant pet. Or a willing slave.” 

“I"ve  never  seen  you  as  merely  a  „willing  slave",”  she  said.  “To me you"ve always been, first and foremost, a man.” 

“Haven"t I told you that you are unique, Calista?” 

“You"re unique, too,”  she  said.  “Not  to  mention  gorgeous.  And sexy.  And  a  whole  heap  of  other  adjectives  I  can"t  think  of  right now  because  watching  you  play  with  your  cocks  is  far  too distracting.” 

“Oh, I"m not playing,” he said. 

Semen spurted into his hand, and he rubbed it over her slit and her  anus,  inserting  his  fingers,  ensuring  that  she  was  well lubricated.  Her  flesh  warmed,  her  nerve  endings  flared  with  tiny zings  of  breath-hitching  pleasure.  Her  inner  muscles  tightened around his fingers, and she moaned when he withdrew them. 

Asher"s fingers lightly massaged her pussy lips, sending sparks 
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of  sensation  shooting  up  and  down  her  spine.  Even  her  toes tingled. 

 

When she shivered, he grinned, his eyebrows arching knowingly above his beautiful alien eyes. “My semen"s more than just semen. Can  you  feel  the  heat  seeping  into  your  flesh,  warming  and stimulating you?” 

 “Nice trick,” she said. 

“I"m glad you approve. My cocks can also expand or contract to exactly fit their sheaths.” 

It  was  her  turn  to  arch  her  eyebrows.  “You  know,  I"d  already noticed something of the sort. Back at the Sanctuary Planet, when I—” And that was all she managed to say before the sight of him poised above her and ready to take her as she so wanted him to do, robbed her of her ability to speak. 

He positioned both his cocks at both her entrances and  slowly pushed them inside her. 

Being filled by him, fucked by him, loved by him, was blissful, incomparable. She surged upward to meet him pelvis to pelvis and complete their union, but he held her still and took her the way he wanted, inch by inch, staring into her eyes, sharing everything that she felt—physically and mentally—as he entered her. 

The sensation of her own flesh parting to accommodate him as he moved deeper inside her, combined with the sensation of what he  felt,  his  hardness  being  clasped  by  velvety  feminine  warmth, urged onward by feverishly pulsing, eagerly gripping muscles…. 

Sharing  his  thoughts,  seeing  in  his  mind  the  purity  of  his  love for  her,  knowing  that  he  could  see  in  her  mind  what  she  felt  for him,  knowing  that  he  would  be  able  to  absorb  the  extent  of  her love for him in ways that she could never hope to find the words to express…. 

And  when  he"d  seated  himself  inside  her  and  they  were  truly joined  in  every  possible  way,  his  cocks  expanded,  getting  longer, thicker, filling her so very completely that she gasped. She felt the 
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sting of tears and the moisture overflowing down her cheeks as she cried  for  the  beauty  and  perfection  of  him,  the  gift  of  him.  She could have lost him. He could have died forever one last time. 

He  bent  to  kiss  the  tears  from  her  face.  “Please  don"t  cry, Calista. I can"t bear it when you cry.” 

She  sucked  in  a  shaky  breath.  “I"m  crying  because  I"m  happy, you  idiot!  And  because  having  you  inside  me,  like  this—it"s indescribable!” 

“I know you"re happy, my love. But if you continue on like this, then I may very well cry, too. For the same reason. And as far as I"m aware, never before has a Phoenixae cried. Ever.” 

“If you don"t want to be a sissy, then you"d better take my mind off of it,” she challenged, feeling reckless, knowing he would rise to the challenge. Eager for him to take control and make her scream his name. “I"m sure you"ll find a way to distract me.” 

He  laughed.  And  began  to  fuck  her  with  long,  sensually  slow and  wonderfully  sure  strokes.  She  clenched  her  inner  muscles around  his  hard  flesh.  He  paused  mid-stroke,  and  she  felt  him shudder. 

“Faster,” she ordered. 

“Yes, master.” 

“I"m  sooo  gonna  get  you  for—”  He  thrust  hard  and  deep. “Ooooh!” 

He swelled inside her, filling her as no man had ever done. He fit  her  perfectly.  He  grasped  her  legs,  placed  them  over  his shoulders,  then  held  her  hips  and  increased  the  speed  of  his thrusts,  pistoning  his  hips  and  driving  his  cocks  into  her  willing flesh.  The  coil  of  heat  in  her  lower  body  flared  and  went  super-nova. She tensed,  arching off the  floor, her body surging to meet his.  And  she  came,  screaming  his  name,  at  the  instant  he ejaculated and hoarsely cried out hers. 

He withdrew from her, but for the first time in her life, Calista didn"t feel empty. Her soul felt full to bursting with happiness and 

[image: ]

a contentment she had never known. 

 

Asher  enfolded  her  in  his  arms  and  rolled  over  onto  his  back, draping her over his chest. A favorite position of his, she decided. Not that she minded one iota. 

“That was amazing,” she whispered, snuggling into his arms. 

The  shrill  of  a  timer  jolted  her  from  a  blissful  near-slumber. “Crap. We"re departing in five minutes.” 

Asher sat up, tumbling her carefully onto the floor. “Where are we going?” 

“I don"t know,” she confessed. “I haven"t thought that far. As far away from here as possible.” 

“Oh, I think you have an inkling of an idea forming in that fine brain of yours.” He grasped her hand and tugged her to her feet. “I think you would quite like to prove that the Ancient Earthers had it right, that Earth is no myth, that it is real and habitable.” 

She gazed at him, questioning. “And?” 

“And I can think of nothing I would rather do than aid  you in your quest.” He dropped a gentle kiss on the very tip of her nose. 

She pretended to pout. “Nothing?” 

He  grinned  and  waggled  his  eyebrows.  “Later,  you  insatiable creature. Once we have departed this gods-forsaken planet.” 

She sighed. “Suppose we better put some clothes on.” 

“Why?” he asked. 

“Good point.” 

He hauled her off the floor and headed toward the chairs. 

Calista  hung  back  until  Asher  had  strapped  himself  in.  It  had nothing  to  do  with  politeness  or  deference  and  everything  to  do with allowing her the opportunity to ogle his naked body. Gods, he was gorgeous. And he was all hers. 

“Docking  Bay,  this  is Doppelganger,”  Asher  said.  “Ready  to launch.” 

“Doppelganger,  you"re  good  to  go  in  five.  Four.  Three.  Two. 
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One.” 

With  the  Docking  Bay"s  “Safe  journey”  echoing  in  their  ears, they launched and got the hell out of the sector. 

“Where shall we head first?” Asher asked. 

She  grinned.  “For  once  I  have  no  freaking  idea.”  And  for  the first  time  in  her  life,  that  lack  didn"t  scare  the  crap  out  of  her. Because as long as she had Asher at her  side, to love and to love her back, the galaxy was hers. 

“How about I pick some coordinates and we"ll start from there,” Asher said. 

“Sounds good to me.” 

His fingers flew over the keyboard. “Got it. You ready to jump? 

“You betcha.” She blew him a kiss. 

What  she  intended  to  say  next  was  smothered  in  the  whine  of the  engines  as  Asher  launched Doppelganger  into  hyperspace.  It didn"t  matter,  because  she  knew  that  he  could  understand  her regardless.  

“Yeeha!  Watch  out,  Earthlings.  Calista  and  Asher  are  heading your way!” 
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