
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   Always feeling overshadowed by her pretty and outgoing sister, quiet and self-effacing Wynne Donazetto's dreams of college and building a life of her own were lost when Earth was invaded by two warring alien forces. Earth changed, but Wynne didn't.
 
   Seven years later, Wynne is still living in her sister's shadow. She's comfortable there... until her life explodes along with the starliner she's travelling on and she ends up in the arms of a sexy space-aged smuggler called Tor.
 
   Tor's life revolves around his ship and his crew and both have been taken from him. He'll do whatever it takes to get them back, even if it means sacrificing himself. Meeting the woman of his dreams is a complication he doesn't need.
 
   Together with Tor and his eclectic alien crew, Wynne sets off on the adventure of a lifetime to retrieve a stolen spaceship and its cargo of kidnapped Women of Earth. Along the way, she'll discover a strength she never knew she had and a love that will change her life forever.
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   Then you, my readers,
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Ah-ooo-ga. Ah-ooo-ga.
 
   The air around her vibrated with the noise of the claxon horn blaring from the ship's speakers. It sounded incongruous in the space-age vehicle, but its meaning was clear. Red warning lights flashed from behind the glass panels on the upper walls.
 
   The floor trembled beneath her feet.
 
   Wynne Donazetto clutched the sweater to her chest and ran from her cabin into the passageway of the Romer II. The Dragonhead Starliner was the second of three ships that would carry her through time and space to the Godan capitol and her sister, Mira. All the assurances she'd received about its safety were drowned out by that awful honking sound.
 
   Ah-ooo-ga. Ah-oo-ga.
 
   "Attention, your attention please," a polite and toneless voice called out, as if with all the noise and flashing lights, someone would ignore it. It repeated the message in three different languages, none of which were English. Fortunately, and only after Mira bullied her into it, Wynne had the nanochip translator injected. Her mastery of Godan, the dominant race of Earth's alien saviors, was constantly improving, but she was by no means proficient. The translator helped.
 
   "Hull breach on Deck 3, Section 3B," the disembodied voice announced. "Doors to the section will seal in three, two, one."
 
   Hull breach! Holy crapoli. Hand and sweater pressed against her chest. A breach. Wynne knew what that meant. It was the only thing she knew about space travel. She'd made the mistake of asking Mohawk while they were still on the shuttle that took them from Earth to Earth Station II, the satellite docking station that now orbited her home planet.
 
   The smaller craft looked similar to the space shuttle she remembered from before the war. It was higher tech, of course. Almost everything the Godan brought with them was. Three of the hypersonic shuttles carried passengers and cargo regularly from their sector to the larger space station beyond the moon. She'd seen them take off and land, but had never been close to one until she boarded the shuttle three days ago. The skin of the shuttle felt solid to the touch, but it was paper thin.
 
   "So, what would happen if this thing sprang a leak?" she'd asked.
 
   It was a curiosity question, okay, a nervous curiosity question, since she'd never flown on anything before except the car-like hovercraft they called a skitt and that was considered a land vehicle.
 
   She'd kept her voice light and casual. Mohawk would be merciless in his teasing if he thought she was afraid.
 
   "Before or after your head exploded?" the Perithian asked in return. His bushy mustache which he was currently training into a handlebar, lifted up to expose his grin. His sharp, pointy teeth looked abnormally yellow in the overhead night lights of the cabin.
 
   "Before?" she'd squeaked, displaying the nervousness she'd hoped to conceal.
 
   "It would seal itself." The old devil waited until she issued her relieved sigh before adding, "And then your head would explode." The grin widened, turning his beady black eyes to slits.
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Nah," he laughed and gave her an avuncular pat on the knee. "Your lungs would pop first. If it's a big hole, you'll be gone before you know what hit you. A little hole? You'll last longer and wish you didn't." He went on to explain the horrors of rapid decompression. "Shuttles are equipped with pressure doors, so most of the passengers in Cabin B would survive."
 
   "Small comfort," she said with a shudder. They were in Cabin A.
 
   "It is if you're in Cabin B," he reasoned. "Don't worry. I've only seen it happen once and we've got protection."
 
   He was referring to the Godan fighters that escorted the shuttle. Out of danger from a Hahnshin attack, the ship they were on now had no escort.
 
   She didn't ask any more questions after that, not about the shuttle or the Romer II, the larger and more comfortably equipped vessel they boarded once they reached Earth Station II. She was nervous enough without Mohawk's explanations. 
 
   "All passengers and personnel on Deck 4, Sections 4A, 4B, and 4C are to evacuate immediately and report to the OC on Deck 5. Walk swiftly, but safely to the nearest exit. Do not run."
 
   The breach had occurred in the section directly below. Wynne's feet began to move while her mind flew in different directions.
 
   What the heck was an OC? Her small room was on 4B. The access tubes gave her the options of Decks 3,4,7, and 8 which held guest cabins and various entertainment decks. How was she supposed to find 5? Did the access tubes even work during an emergency, or were they like the pre-war elevators? In case of fire, take the stairs. There were no stairs that she knew of.
 
   But there was a ramp. She'd overheard a crewman talking to a group of human women at supper the night before.
 
   "All personnel are required to use the outer corridor to get from one deck to another. It's a continuous ramp, really, that circles the outer decks. All that walking helps the crew stay in shape."
 
   "I wouldn't mind a little of that shape," one of the women laughed. She leaned to the side to get a better view as the crewman walked away. "Will you look at that tush?"
 
   "Enjoy it while you can," said another. "If this works out, you'll be an old married lady by next spring."
 
   "Married, not dead," the first said. "And hopefully with a tush of my own to watch."
 
   "Do they even have spring?" another asked.
 
   "Guess we'll find out."
 
   The Brides Brigade, as she'd dubbed them in her mind, were the first group of women from Wynne's home sector to be sent to the Godan Bride Market. To Wynne, it sounded like a place where women were bought and sold like breeding cattle. Her sister swore that wasn't true.
 
   "It's more like a super serious match making process."
 
   Ahnyis, the Katarin healer, explained it all, but Wynne still thought of it as a ruthless practice where women sold themselves to Godan men. You take care of me. I'll give you sons. No one ever mentioned falling in love. Yuck.
 
   Wynne passed the access tubes which were, as she suspected, shut down in the emergency. The lights were off and inside the opaque cylinder, the platform looked like a black hole. The corridor ahead was empty. Everyone was enjoying the bars, the holo-programs, and the gambling hall in 4A. It was where she'd left Mohawk when she went to retrieve her sweater. He was tossing six-sided dice and shouting profanities when his luck turned bad. That and the location of the dining hall comprised her total knowledge of the ship.
 
   The floor shook again, this time hard enough to cause her to stagger. To hell with walking swiftly but safely. Wynne began to run. If this section of the ship was circular, she had to move to the outside circles, but she had no idea which way that was. The corridors were curved, but would the spiral lead inward or outward? She found a short, straight hallway to her left and took it, almost crying with relief when she heard the muffled sound of living voices somewhere up ahead.
 
   The computerized voice called for attention again.
 
   "Deck 4 will commence sealing in fifteen minutes."
 
   Fifteen minutes. That was the translator talking. It converted unfamiliar language into something the listener could understand, but terms of time were relative. A minute on Earth wasn't the same as a minute on Jupiter. Did the translator convert time to Earth minutes or translate literally? She tried to remember if she heard the Godan word for fifteen and couldn't.
 
   "Use the credit tag to buy a Galactic time piece once you get to Orion 9," Roark had told her. "You can buy a decent one for about two hundred credits. Mohawk will help, but don't let him talk you into buying one from the stalls. Find a jeweler."
 
   She doubted a timepiece would help her here and it didn't matter anyway. Orion 9 was their next stop.
 
   Wynne kept moving toward the sound. She cut through another straight hall on the left. The sounds were louder. She couldn't hear the words, but the tones were a mixture of angry shouts and frightened screeching. There was panic up ahead, but she couldn't see a way to avoid it.
 
   The computer voice announced fourteen minutes.
 
   Full skirt accommodating the length of her stride, Wynne ran on. She'd never been athletic like her sister, but walking, climbing stairs, and hauling their belongings from one dwelling to the next had strengthened her muscles and increased her stamina. It was one of the few benefits of surviving the war. She was in good shape.
 
   Strength and stamina were one thing, agility was another. Hand leaning against the wall for balance, she tore around the corner of another short hall. Too late to stop, she tried to leap over the body lying in her way. Her toe caught on the flap of his uniform jacket and she fell headlong into the second body. A third lay several yards beyond.
 
   Three people, two male and one female, all murdered. It didn't take a detective to figure that out. The first two were crew members lying on their backs, uniforms once sharply creased and pristine, now soaked in blood. The third was a man dressed in heavy, form fitting brown trousers, and filthy yellow shirt. He wore a red mask, the kind made from a scarf tied so it covered his hair and the upper half of his face. It was twisted to the side and a blond curl poked from one of the slits that was meant for an eye. He had a burn hole in the middle of his back.
 
   Knuckle to her mouth to prevent a scream, Wynne was pulled from the ghastly scene by another computer generated warning.
 
   "Deck 4 will commence sealing in twelve minutes."
 
   This hallway had a distinct upward slant. It had to be the outer hall that would lead her to safety. There was trouble up ahead. If the dead crew members didn't make that clear, the screaming and shouting did. Time was running out. Still, she hesitated to move forward.
 
   It wasn't as if she hadn't faced danger before. Earth had been a battleground for almost seven years. She'd lived through the bombings. She'd gathered their flock of children and fled as a building collapsed around them. She'd seen her parents die in one of those early raids. But always, always, Mira was there to lead them through the rubble strewn streets and alleys to safety. Mira knew where the hiding places were when soldiers marched through the streets. Mira knew where to find the next apartment. Mira always knew what to do next. Mira was the strong one, and Mira wasn't here.
 
   Her sister was on her soon-to-be-husband's home planet, Mishra. She was awaiting the imminent birth of their son in Roark's childhood home, the Honorable House of Kronak of the Godan Nation.
 
   The children were at home on Earth in the care of Mason, a human doctor, and Ahnyis. Mohawk was God only knew where.
 
   For the first time in her life, Wynne was on her own.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   It was fear that made her move. The sound of an explosion boomed up from below. This time, the floor didn't shake. It heaved upward hard enough to roll one dead body into the other. Wynne was thrown against the wall as the floor rose beneath her feet. She tumbled back against the opposite wall when it settled.
 
   Metal creaked and something collapsed in the connecting passageway she just came from. A cloud of dust billowed out. The floor shifted again. Wynne didn't wait to find out what would happen next. She ran.
 
   The grade was steeper now, tugging at the backs of her protesting calves. The noise was louder and closer. She rounded the curve and found a riot.
 
   Passengers and crew were under attack by black clad marauders with colorful kerchiefs tied about their heads and pulled low over their eyes and nose to mask their faces like the dead man in the hall. Knives flashed at those who came too close. Some held the same type of handgun First Commander Roark and his officers carried, shooting rays of light that made only a hiss of sound but left behind a bloody and smoking hole when the right button was pushed.
 
   Dozens of creatures, all humanoid, fought by the entrance of the doors marked Deck 5. Wynne recognized some from the tables at dinner. Some were cowering back, huddled together, arms around each other, too frightened to move forward, too afraid to run.
 
   "Attention. Attention, please. Deck 4 will commence sealing in ten minutes."
 
   Bodies littered the ground. Most were crewmembers wearing the uniform of the Romer II. Not all were fighting to get through the doors. Several of the women from the Brides Brigade were fighting to get away from them. One, caught and yanked back by the tail of her shirt, was struck so hard by the pale grey, scale covered creature who caught her, Wynne thought the woman's neck might have snapped. Her assailant, a female by the curves of her black clothing, tossed the poor girl over her shoulder as if she weighed nothing, and charged through the crowd. Two men, also clad in black, fought the crowd back while she dumped the unconscious woman through the door. A short, plump man with a brightly colored headdress of feathers, tried to push his way through the shutting door. He was tossed back by a kick to his belly.
 
   Above the shouting and screaming, Wynne heard the voice of an angel.
 
   "Get out of my way, you frog fucking warthog! Go pray for someone else. I got better things to do."
 
   Very tall and frighteningly thin, a green robed man was lifted and hurled into the air by unseen hands. Mouth opened into a giant oval of shock, eyes bugged in surprise in a face too long and distorted to be human, the poor man sailed ten feet and into the battling crowd. Wynne didn't recognize the man, but she definitely knew who threw him.
 
   "Mohawk! Mohawk!" She waved her hands over her head to attract his attention. "I'm here."
 
   One of the black clad men was shouting. "Time. Time. Take what we've got. Let's go!"
 
   "Coming through." Mohawk's gruff voice shouted above the din of the claxon and the shouting. "Move your fart sucking ass."
 
   For one brief moment, she saw him. Bow legged, thick bodied, and shorter than most of those around him, her beloved and foul mouthed Mohawk barreled through the crowd. Shoulders hunched and head bowed, bald pate and stubby horns shining in the flashing red lights, her family's friend and protector reminded Wynne of a raging bull.
 
   "Got one more," a female voice shouted behind her and then an arm wrapped around her neck, pulling her off her feet, and cutting off her air.
 
   "Sorry, Gisela, this one's mine."
 
   "Fuck you."
 
   "You already did. Now it's my turn."
 
   There was a high pitched hiss countered by a low snarl. The arm around her neck spasmed painfully and then fell away.
 
   Wynne wasted no time thanking her savior. Still choking for air, she started toward the place where she'd last seen Mohawk. With the retreat of the attackers, the doors were now unguarded. The unrestrained mob rushed forward. She saw his head bob above the swell of bodies before he was swallowed by the tidal wave of passengers crashing against the door. She thought she heard his bellow of rage.
 
   "Mohawk!"
 
   "Attention. Attention, please..."
 
   "No time."
 
   Her head turned back as her hand was grabbed from behind. She was yanked away in the direction from which she'd come by a man dressed in black with a red silk bandana masking his eyes.
 
   "No. No. Leave me alone. I have to get Mohawk!"
 
   "Damn it, woman, there's no time."
 
   Wynne tried to pull away, but his grip was too strong. He was tall and his shoulders were twice the breadth of hers. He was running at full speed and she knew he wouldn't stop if she lost her footing. She had no choice but to run with him or be dragged along the floor.
 
   They were past the hallway where part of the wall collapsed when he suddenly stopped before a square metal door in the wall. It was marked with red lettering in a language Wynne couldn't read. He yanked the handle at the top and hinged at the bottom, the door dropped down. Metal sides prevented it from fully opening. He yanked again and the door fell with a bang against the wall below. He stripped off the leather bag that hung from a wide strap across his chest and tossed it in, then turned to Wynne.
 
   "Get in."
 
   Wynne eyed the opening. The red emergency lights pulsed, exposing a few feet of metal chute and then nothing but blackness.
 
   "What is...?"
 
   "Attention. Attention, please..."
 
   "No time."
 
   "No! I can't... Wait!"
 
   Protest ignored, she was lifted and shoved feet first into the chute and then she was sliding down and down, faster and faster into darkness. Her screams echoed off the metal walls. Her hands were above her head, the hem of her skirt above her nose. Every few yards, she hit a bump that jarred and tore at her back. In between, the friction burned her thighs like the slide at the park on hot summer days when she was little. Only this slide didn't end. It went on and on until she thought it wasn't going to stop until, suddenly, it did.
 
   Her feet hit something solid, but soft. The speed of her descent and the sudden stop sent her knees up to her chest so fast one hit her chin. Her teeth clamped together and she bit her tongue. With the pain of the bite, she stopped screaming.
 
   "Thank Hadrid," Wynne heard him mutter somewhere above her. The utterance echoed eerily in the confined space.
 
   "Oh, God, don't hit me. Don't hit me," she cried. If he was travelling at half her speed, he'd crush her bones. "I'm stuck!"
 
   She heard a lot of scraping and cursing and then, "Curl up. Lift your shoulders."
 
   Wynne wrapped her arms around her raised thighs, curled forward, and squinched her eyes shut in anticipation of the impact. Booted feet slid along her sides, so close they took her raised skirt with them. Strong hands lifted her back as the vee of his spread legs slid under her. He came to a stop beneath her. His arm wrapped around her, beneath her breasts, and he hoisted her up until her back rested on his stomach, her head on his upper chest.
 
   "Curl your legs up," he ordered and she immediately obeyed, perhaps a bit too quickly since he swore with what sounded like pain.
 
   "Sorry," she whispered in Godan.
 
   "Not half as sorry as I am," he grunted. "I'm going to kick. You're going to keep your body still and your legs out of the way."
 
   He kicked out, awkwardly, banging his knees against the side of the chute, then inched downward and kicked again. The blockage moved, but didn't release its hold on the sides of the confining tube. He kicked again and they were sliding, slowly at first because he had to keep kicking, but at last the obstruction broke free and they picked up speed. His free arm that he'd used for leverage against the sides joined the one wrapped tightly around her.
 
   In her raised position, Wynne's nose was only inches from the top of the tube, which she now realized was a very low tech laundry chute. She pressed her head back into his chest, folded her arms over his, and for the rest of their short ride, rode his body like a sled. 
 
   They shot from the chute and landed in a pile of bed sheets. He was up and searching through the pile of linen before Wynne had time to catch her breath. He found the strap of his bag, gripped it with one hand and her arm with the other, and then they were running again. Machines whirred softly and buzzers buzzed, their music punctuated by the soft thud-thud of the neatly folded packages of linens that fell from the mouth of a whirring machine. Their footsteps echoed in the empty space. There were no flashing red lights or blaring horns, but the flickering overhead lights and the abandoned work stations told them the story. The danger was spreading. The workers had fled.
 
   "Attention. Attention, plea..." The computer's voice died along with the lights.
 
   Her abductor/savior crashed through a set of doors, ran down a passageway barely wide enough for two people to walk abreast. At the end, was another door. While she couldn't read the lettering on it any better than the last one, a good guess would say it meant 'Authorized Personnel Only'. There was a small box attached to the wall next to it with an outline of a six fingered hand on the blue screen.
 
   Her abductor reached into the bag, pulled something from it, and slammed it against the screen. It wasn't until he began to spread the black tipped shapes into position that Wynne realized what it was. Bile rose and she gagged at the sight of the greenish thing he held.
 
   Hand covering her mouth, she backed away, pointing in horror. "That's a...a..."
 
   "He didn't need it anymore. We do," he said of the severed hand.
 
   The screen went dark, something hissed like the sound of steam being released. He stuffed the hand back into the bag and pulled the door open.
 
   By the effort it took, the door was either heavy or its hinges were stiff. Beyond the door was a metal platform from which a narrow staircase was suspended and supported by narrow cables. Another rumble, like distant thunder, sounded overhead. The ship shuddered and groaned. The staircase swayed. It didn't help her confidence any when he ripped a loose bar from the railing and tossed it behind them.
 
   "We need to move," he said as the door creaked closed, and when Wynne didn't, he grabbed her hand and tugged. "Worry about the hand later."
 
   There were lights down below, but none on the stairs. The bar he'd tossed kept the door open a crack, but not enough to fully illuminate their descent. Wynne thought of the rickety fire escapes she'd used in the past.
 
   She took a deep breath and muttered with a self-encouraging nod, "I can do this."
 
   "Good. Prove it."
 
   Every time the ship shuddered, she stopped, and every time she stopped, her companion pushed her shoulder.
 
   "No time. Keep going."
 
   Frustration overcame caution. "It would help if I knew where we were going," she huffed.
 
   "Nowhere if we don't keep moving."
 
   "That doesn't help," she complained, although she kept moving, her feet finally becoming used to the rhythm of the spacing and curve of the stairs.
 
   Darkness faded as the light from below reached the stairs. Knowing what was ahead made them easier to navigate and Wynne ran down the last flight to a cavernous chamber. Cargo and equipment lined the walls.
 
   "This way." He grabbed several tools from a neatly laid out row on a table they passed on their way to yet another door with an entry pad. Again, he used the severed hand, but this time cast it aside. He prevented this door from closing by wedging one of the tools at the hinge.
 
   The room was empty except for a complicated looking control panel off to one side and six long boxes with pointed front ends lying end to end on a conveyer. The silvery lids were open and the shiny black bases were filled with a bed that reminded Wynne of the reclining chairs back home until she put the shape of the box together with the satiny fabric inside. They were coffins.
 
   Her companion went directly to the control panel. He pushed buttons, tapped squares, and typed on a key pad. Lights flashed in different colors. He took a marker and scribbled something on the board above the panel and then traded the marker for another. He held that one in his fist while he waited until all the lights turned white. He then turned back to Wynne and pointing to the first sleek black box.
 
   "In you go."
 
   Horrified, Wynne started to back away. "Wait. No. Those are coffins. I'm not getting in..."
 
   "Sorry, sweetheart, no time," he said and reached for her.
 
   She started to run, but he caught her about the waist before she'd taken two steps. Sharp pain bolted through her shoulder as he jammed the marker into her arm. Her body lost the ability to fight and it was only the changing angle from which she viewed the room that told her she was being lifted and carried. Then the view faded to black.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Wynne closed her eyes against the blackness that surrounded her glass-lidded casket. She refused to cry. She only had one hanky and she would need three or four if she let herself go. It was one of her grandmother's number one rules. Never, ever cry unless you came prepared to mop up the mess. Nona Donazetto's pocketbook was always stuffed with tissues.
 
   Wynne wasn't prepared for any of this; not war, not aliens, not spaceships, nor any of the other changes that had overtaken their lives in the last seven years. Mira was the strong one, the clever one, the adventurous one. Wynne only had to follow where her sister led.
 
   "Come on. You'll enjoy it," Wynne mimicked her sister pre-flight pep talk. Her voice sounded hollow in the enclosed space. "Their ships are much safer than our planes. Don't be such a baby. I promise you'll be fine. Really, Wynne, there's nothing to it and you'll sleep through most of it."
 
   "Liar," she said to her absent sister.
 
   "Go. You'll have a good time. Mason and I will watch out for the children. It's only for a few weeks and once you're on Mishra you'll be able to chat with them regularly." Ahnyis, the Katarin physician, made it sound simple, too, and even the kids encouraged her to go.
 
   "It's not like you're leaving forever and you'll have Mohawk with you." In their minds, Mohawk's presence was the ultimate assurance of safety. Only Matias had made her promise to return.
 
   She'd made him that promise and now realized how empty it might be. Those kids had lost everything and everyone to the Hahnshin invasion. Now they might lose her and Mohawk, too.
 
   It was too much to bear. She thought she'd made her peace with God long ago, and when He finally called her home, she'd go willingly, grateful for the extra time she'd been allotted. Now that she might really be facing that call, her whole being rebelled. She didn't want to die!
 
   Heartbreak tearing at her chest and unable to face the reality of her situation without panic, Wynne resorted to the strategy of her childhood. When faced with situations she wasn't equipped to handle, she retreated into a fanciful world of daydreams where everything turned out fine.
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to pretend she was Snow White awaiting Prince Charming's kiss to awaken her and rescue her from this nightmare, but the daydream wouldn't work. Prince Charming took on the face of her abductor. Hard as she tried, she couldn't erase the face from her mind. It was the last thing she saw before he stabbed her with that injection thingy and stuffed her in the coffin.
 
   "Prince Charming my ass," she muttered. "Prince Charming doesn't knock you out and leave you frightened and alone."
 
   She tried again, cutting the handsome prince from the story. It still wouldn't work.
 
   Snow White was earthbound. She had seven singing dwarves to make sure nothing smashed the glass lid of her casket. She wasn't hurtling through space at a gazillion miles per hour, bombarded by tiny pieces of god-only-knew-what that whacked like bullets against the glass.
 
   Snow White didn't have Mohawk to explain what would happen if the glass that wasn't really glass but some alien polymer material, broke. Mohawk was twenty times better than all those silly cartoon characters. More Tolkien dwarf than Disney, he was strong and brave and fiercely loyal to the family who'd adopted him.
 
   The children she'd brought home from the street, victims of loss and abandonment themselves, had taken the old warhorse into their hearts, somehow sensing he was lost and abandoned, too. He was the grandfather they'd never had and he played the role to the hilt. He grumbled and griped and bullied them into behaving and then spoiled them with treats and presents.
 
   "What the hell else do I have to spend my money on," he'd grumble.
 
   What the hell would he have to spend his money on now? Even though age had forced him into retirement, Mohawk would always be a soldier. First Commander Roark had put him in charge of Wynne's safety and the old Perithian would rather die than fail to follow that order. Wynne had to believe he'd gotten out in time, but part of her knew Mohawk wouldn't leave Deck 4 without her.
 
   Her attempt at fantasy failed miserably as she should have known it would. She was too damn old for the fairytale nonsense of happily ever after.
 
   The battering of pebbles suddenly stopped. Feeling a slight change in course, Wynne opened her eyes and forced herself to look up and out into the great beyond. If it wasn't so frightening, it would be beautiful. It wasn't dark at all. The sky around her was bright with sunlight and directly ahead was the round ball of what had to be a planet. Darkness hid almost half of it. The rest was a mass of blue with indistinct spots of greens and browns. Clouds swirled around it and for a moment her heart leapt. She was going home.
 
   Her heart sank just as quickly. Whatever that round ball was, it wasn't Earth. They were days away from Earth and she hadn't been unconscious for long. She wasn't hungry or thirsty. She barely had to pee.
 
   She began to take stock of her coffin. It was small, but nowhere near as small as a burial container. Her seat was comfortable. The ergonomic support shifted with her when she moved and the dead wouldn't need to be strapped in. She tried to sit up and the seat moved with her. She wasn't upright, but her hands were now in reach of a control panel that spread across a dashboard just above her knees. There were other controls to her side.
 
   Convinced now that her casket was an escape pod, Wynne laced her fingers together in her lap, suddenly afraid she might inadvertently touch something she shouldn't. There was nothing like a steering wheel or joy stick, so the capsule had to be on some kind of autopilot. The question was to where and what kind of beings would she meet when she got there. There were a half dozen different types of beings on the Godan military base in Sector 3. She'd seen another dozen on board the Romer II. All that she'd met were cordial if not friendly, but according to Mohawk, the galaxy's inhabitants were much like Earth's; some good and some bad, and most falling somewhere in between.
 
   What if she was heading toward a planet of Hahnshin? They were the alien creatures that first invaded Earth and they weren't very nice at all. They killed everyone who stood in their way. And what about those awful people on the Romer II? How were they any better than the Hahnshin? What if they were all like... Prince Charming?
 
   He was one of them, wasn't he? Even though he'd probably saved her life, he was one of the bad guys, right? Good guys don't carry severed hands in their bags. And why did he save her life, anyway? What kind of horrible plans did he have for her?
 
   The seat slid back into its original position. The straps holding the padded square over her chest tightened and a soft, feminine voice spoke behind her ear.
 
   "Prepare for atmospheric entry."
 
   Prepare? How?
 
   Wynne stopped thinking about anything at all when the nose of her capsule burst into flames and she was suddenly engulfed in blinding white light. By the time she realized the light had no real effect on her sight or the interior of the capsule, it was all over.
 
   "Atmospheric entry complete. Prepare for landing."
 
   Really? Because that planet still looked pretty far away. Again, what was she supposed to do to prepare? She watched the ground become clearer as the pod sped toward it. No, not ground, but water, an ocean's worth of water.
 
   "But I can't swim!" she screeched.
 
   As if the control console heard her nonsensical cry, the capsule changed course to skim over the surface, but Wynne could see nothing but blue sky. Blue meant air, didn't it? Her school days seemed so long ago, but she remembered something about color spectrums and light waves scattering through molecules of air.
 
   This time, leaning forward wouldn't move the seat. Wynne tried to unlatch the harness that held her in place, but couldn't do that either. By pushing forward and craning her neck, she managed to peek over the edge of the pod. All she saw was water. For miles and miles to either side of her stretched a blue-green ocean of rippling water. Far ahead along the horizon, she saw the contours of a sleeping giant; the head, nose, and chin clearly formed in profile. The valley of his neck dipped, and rose again into the broad expanse of his chest that tapered to the flat plain of his belly. She could almost picture the bent knee of one mountain of leg behind the extension of the other. That leg ended in a sharp drop off of land that was clearly a foot.
 
   The sight of land brought a silly grin of relief. The pod was taking her to land.
 
   She couldn't take her eyes from it until flashing lights drew her attention to the console. A series of figures appeared similar to those she remembered from her chemistry books. The symbols accompanying them were different, of course, but she was sure there was a computer somewhere in this pod sensing the composition of the world around her.
 
   The analysis continued and the land form grew closer. She could see the dark green of vegetation and the irregular line of beach along the shore. The pod slowed as it neared the land.
 
   Something bumped against the bottom of the pod. The capsule bounced and settled back into its line of flight. The something bumped again, and then rose, taking the capsule with it. For the first time, Wynne felt like the pod was not in control. It tilted dangerously to the side, giving Wynne her first clear view of what lay below. Ignorance was definitely better.
 
   The blue-green water was shallow and clear except where the dark, rolling shadow stirred up sand and stone from the bottom. While she only got a glimpse of it before the pod jolted back into position, it was enough to tell her that the creature below was huge. Straining against the straps that held her, Wynne craned her neck and watched the undulating phantom slide away, only to turn and charge back.
 
   She screamed when it slid over the capsule instead of under it. The capsule wobbled, sank, and strained to move forward against the added weight. Tentacles, all equipped with long rows of sucking lips and sharp, tiny teeth, roamed over the lid as if searching for an opening, and then it slipped away. With its release, the capsule shot forward. Twice more the tentacles reached for the pod, both times from behind.
 
   Wynne kept pushing against the straps that held her as if she could make the pod move faster until she realized that at the speed she was moving, landing on the rocky shore ahead would be dangerous. Then her feet pressed against the floor.
 
   "Whoa. Whoa!" she shouted as if her casket was a horse.
 
   Leaving the tentacled creature behind in deeper water, the pod slowed. Fans of water arched in its wake. It scraped bottom several times before coming to a stop several feet beyond the waterline.
 
   "Mission complete. Oxygen levels adequate to sustain contained life form. Gravitational pull..." The voice spewed numbers while figures and graphs played across the screen.
 
   Wynne had no idea what the rest of the information meant, but she didn't hear anything that sounded like a warning. The straps holding her in place released and the whole pod shuddered and hissed as the seal between the two halves broke. As much as she wanted leap from the claustrophobia inducing pod, she hesitated to lift the lid.
 
   It was a good thing, too. Not a minute later, another pod skid past within inches of her own. It came to a stop a few yards beyond. Prince Not-so-Charming immediately raised the lid of his casket, climbed out, and began pulling his pod up the beach and into the trees beyond. He waved to her to follow his lead and shouted something that she couldn't hear.
 
   Wynne reluctantly emerged from her cocoon and was promptly struck by a strong wind and a wave of dizziness. Her stomach churned and her knees buckled. She slid to the ground, holding her head. Wind whipped around her and the air was filled with a nauseating odor. 
 
   Far out over the water, orange storm clouds roiled and raced toward shore. She fought against the urge to vomit, rose, and began pulling at the pod. It moved, but not nearly as fast as the rising water. No longer smooth and glassy, angry waves crested beyond the rocky shoals. Dark shapes emerged from the churning foam of the surface.
 
   The change was abrupt and frightening. Fingers gripping the handhold she found at the nose of the pod, Wynne tugged harder, now fighting both wind and water. A tentacle whipped up, long slit of mouth gaping, and then down with a wet slap against the lid of the capsule. An arm, not a monster's but a man's, wrapped around her waist and pulled with her and then another arm came from her other side and yanked her hands away from the pod.
 
   "Let go! Run!"
 
   She didn't have a chance to follow the order shouted in her ear. It was no sooner given than she was lifted off her feet, twisted, and turned in the air to land in an awkward and uncomfortable position over his shoulder. Each time his feet pounded into the sand, his shoulder pounded into her stomach. He didn't release her until he'd carried her up the beach and into the trees beyond where she was flipped and spun again. This time she landed in a much more comfortable position across his arms.
 
   "Cover your face," he shouted.
 
   It began to rain. Bee stings of fire struck her exposed hands. Wynne didn't need to be told twice. She buried her face in his chest.
 
   The somewhat gallant rescue ended when she was dumped inside the second pod and landed painfully on her knees. Her head came up in time to see her own pod now covered in the squid-like creatures being sucked beneath the rapidly rising tide, and then she was rolled to the side by the weight of his body diving in beside her. He forced the lid down over them, but as soon as he relaxed his grip, it started to rise.
 
   "Oxygen supply insufficient for current capacity overload," the neutral voice of the pod informed them.
 
   His back and neck muscles strained as he fought against the automatic power of the lid.
 
   "Hit the override," he ordered.
 
   "We won't have enough oxygen," Wynne argued even as she curled her body over his and stretched her arms along his legs to the console.
 
   "We won't need oxygen if those blood suckers get us first," he gritted out. "Hit the damn override."
 
   "Where is it?"
 
   "On the left." His voice was so strained she could barely understand the words. "Blue one."
 
   There were three blue ones. Wynne poked them all. One lit up and there was a soft hiss as the lid was released. The computer acknowledged the manual override, but repeated its warning.
 
   "We're good," he said and then he turned onto his back, shifting Wynne's body as he did so.
 
   That left her sprawled along his front with her face pressed into a pair of muscular thighs. She tried to push up and shift back from the console, but with the lid closed, there was little room above her to maneuver. She heard him snicker. It was the same kind of snicker her brother and his cadet friends used when they told dirty jokes to each other.
 
   Legs splayed to either side of his head, her latest position had left his face dangerously close to a place no stranger's nose should be. She felt the hem of her skirt rise as his hands slid up her thighs. He laughed when her attempts to swat at him had little effect.
 
   "There are worse ways to go, I suppose," he said as if she'd made a suggestion. "Awkward, but if you insist, I'm sure we can make it work."
 
   "Stop it," she demanded. "You're not funny."
 
   "Who said I was joking," he said, but he laughed again.
 
   Wynne struggled to turn and was rewarded when her elbow caught him between the legs and he grunted with pain.
 
   "Who's laughing now," she said, not the least bit sorry.
 
   There was more grunting and groaning on both their parts until, with his help, she'd turned herself around and they were face to face. He grinned and winked.
 
   "This is much better. I'd rather work my way from top to bottom anyway, wouldn't you? The journey can be as interesting as the destination. It's good to get to know each other a bit before our better parts get acquainted. Don't you think?"
 
   Wynne stared at him. "What I think is that Ahnyis is right."
 
   "Ahnyis?"
 
   "A Katarin healer and my friend. She says it doesn't matter where they're from or what they look like, all sentient males have one flight plan and they're all headed to the same docking station."
 
   "I don't know where this healer friend of yours gets her information, but it is not true." He jutted his chin and closed his eyes at the insult. "There are several docking stations to choose from, all of which offer first class accommodations."
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Two little creases formed above her eyes when she frowned. "I know why you're doing this, you know."
 
   The neck of her blouse hung open just enough to give him a glimpse of the cleft between her breasts. They were encased in a plain white garment that held them firmly in place. They were very nice breasts from what he could see and under other circumstances he might be tempted to see more.
 
   Tor let his eyes linger on those luscious breasts for a moment before he offered her a lascivious smile along with his wink. "I didn't think my intent was a secret. I'm trying to get you to show me what you're hiding under all that cloth."
 
   Her sour look told him what she thought of that.
 
   He shrugged. "Fine. I'll show you what I'm hiding, then you can show me yours."
 
   The corners of her mouth tilted upward, but dignity prevailed, and she caught herself before the smile was fully formed. She closed her eyes and pursed her lips in a show of displeasure. He should have kissed her then. She might dress like a prudish princess, but those full and pouty lips were definitely kissable. He missed his chance to find out if they tasted as sweet as they looked.
 
   "Do lines like that usually work for you?"
 
   He responded with a wry half smile. "Only with the highly intelligent and truly beautiful."
 
   "Your standards of intelligence must be very low," she answered without missing a beat. "Sex isn't going help us get out of this mess."
 
   He tried again. "No, but it would be a pleasant way to spend the time until the storm passes." He hooked a finger in the neck of the concealing garment. She slapped his hand away.
 
   "Or until the carbon dioxide levels get too high," she countered. "But what the hell? Maybe we won't notice our increased respiratory rate. Heavy breathing comes with the territory, doesn't it? Maybe we'll blame the tachycardia on the hot and heavy exertions of our lovemaking too, and arrhythmia could be just another way of saying my heart skipped a beat. People say that all the time, don't they? I suppose we could write off the impaired consciousness to the sexual high that occurs with climax, but the convulsions and coma are going to be pretty hard to rationalize."
 
   Hadrid save him from a woman with a brain, a sarcastic brain at that. "You're a regular little bone chiller, aren't you?"
 
   "A what?"
 
   To demonstrate, he raised his index finger and then slowly curled it downward.
 
   "Oh." The color rose in her cheeks, but she didn't deny it. "One of us has to use our head."
 
   "I was trying to."
 
   "The other head," she said, not batting an eye.
 
   Tor laughed. He'd begun this bit of verbal foreplay as a distraction to keep her mind off the very real danger they were in. He never expected to enjoy it.
 
   "I already have," he told her. There was no point in trying to protect her from the truth. She'd already figured it out. "The only choice we have is to wait it out."
 
   "We could make a run for it," she suggested.
 
   "We could if we were further into the trees which is where I was headed until a certain young woman refused to follow my directions."
 
   "I didn't refuse anything. I thought I was following your directions. How was I to know a wave of your hand meant 'Come to me' and not 'Do what I do'?"
 
   He returned her exasperated look. "Why would I expect a princess to haul her own craft?"
 
   She snorted her disbelief. "Why would you think I was a princess?"
 
   How stupid did she think he was? Or did she think her dowdy clothing really worked as a disguise? "Oh, I don't know, maybe it was the separate first class cabin or," he stretched the word out, "Maybe it was your Perithian guard."
 
   "Mohawk? He's not my guard," she protested, but Tor could see her hesitation. "He's my companion, um, my friend."
 
   "Then I beg your forgiveness," he said, not meaning a word of it.
 
   If that bowlegged watchdog was her Companion, she wouldn't be so hesitant toward his offer of sex. She would have quoted her fees or told him he couldn't afford her. And she sure wouldn't be hiding her wares under such unattractive clothing. The woman was no high class Beyah Popo, or if she was, she was damned good at playing coy.
 
   Tor didn't press the issue. Let her think he believed it. He might even be able to use it to his advantage. If the fucking storm would let up. If he could find a way off this miserable mistake of a planetoid. If the wildlife didn't eat them first. If, if, if.
 
   "If we try to leave now, that rain will burn the flesh right off your bones," he told her.
 
   "Why? What makes it so hot? Is it acid of some sort? Why doesn't it hurt the trees?"
 
   "How in Hadrid's hell should I know? Do I look like a scientist?"
 
   "How in Hadrid's hell should I know?" she repeated his question mimicking his tone. "I've never met a scientist. Do they all look alike?" She looked like she was about to say something else, changed her mind, and then changed it again. "If you must know, you look like a scarier version of Westley in The Princess Bride. He wore the same kind of silly mask, but he carried a sword instead of a bloody knife in his boot. And he didn't cut off people's..." It was as if someone pulled a plug and all the blood in her body drained away.
 
   Her reaction was the one he'd been trying to avoid. He tried to stroke her back to calm her, but his touch drove her further away. She scooted back until her rear end hit the console.
 
   "Careful, Princess," he warned, cautious and quiet. "You don't want to hit anything that might open the hatch."
 
   She stopped moving, but she didn't relax.
 
   Her back was arched to match the curve of the pod's lid and her brown eyes were wide with fear. They darted from side to side and then upward, searching for an escape, and landed on the gaping maw of a blood sucker. She gasped, pulled her head away, and dove for his chest. Her eyes widened just before contact and she pushed away from him again. She closed her eyes again shutting both he and the bloodsuckers out.
 
   Tor wasn't surprised at her fear of him. He expected it to rise up sooner or later. What he didn't expect was how it would make him feel.
 
   "Look," he said as he tore the cloth from his head. It was a ridiculous looking thing, but he'd had no choice in the matter. With everything that had happened, he'd forgotten he had it on. "No mask. Nothing to be afraid of."
 
   Her long lashes lifted and kept lifting until her eyes were wide with shock.
 
   Tor began to wonder if he shouldn't have left the mask on.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Nothing to be afraid of? Wynne thought it was just the opposite.
 
   She'd seen, of course, the long and perfectly shaped oval of his head, the shaded dent of the faint cleft that divided his rounded chin, and the slightly crooked mouth with lips too full to be cruel, yet set too firm to be soft. With the mask in place, she'd thought his nose too large, but with the upper half and bridge uncovered, she saw that it fit naturally with his face. Slightly hawkish, it drew a clear, straight line from his mouth to his piercing blue eyes. Dark brows flared upward like the wings of a bird.
 
   He was Godan, something she'd been unsure of when his face was half hidden. In addition to the shape of his brows, his ears were long and slightly pointed at the tips. His forehead was permanently furrowed with the prominent bone structure of the race and would deepen to greater prominence with age. His dark hair was close cropped and only slightly longer than his day's growth of beard.
 
   Like most Godan, his look was slightly predatory. He was neither handsome nor ugly, but was most definitely masculine in a very attractive way and her reaction to that attractiveness frightened her. The man chopped off hands for heaven's sake. She should be repelled, shouldn't she? 
 
   He didn't look too dangerous at the moment. That little boy lost look of regret combined with his naughty boy charm, could prove to be deadly in a very different sort of way.
 
   The voice from the console gave another warning. "Oxygen levels critical for current capacity. Systems powering down."
 
   The fear left her as quickly as it arrived. If he was going to harm her, he would have done it by now. He could have left her behind. He could have left her in her own little coffin. He could have left her to boil away in the storm. There were other, more important things to worry about than cutting off someone's...
 
   The return of that thought made her close her eyes as if shutting out light could shut off the picture that formed in her mind. The strategy worked, but another image replaced the first; a picture of death by asphyxiation.
 
   They'd been blabbing away, wasting what little air they had on nonsensical banter. Wynne knew his talk was nothing but one big line of bull. It meant nothing. He was simply trying to distract her from the dire straits they were in. She knew that and yet she'd played along. She'd allowed him to distract her, because it kept away the image of a heavenly accountant running his finger down a column of figures and finding the mistake in the balance of life and death.
 
   "No more talk for a while, Princess," he whispered. "Rest and relax."
 
   He pulled her down to rest against his chest and Wynne didn't argue. She didn't protest when he wrapped his arms around her and gently stroked her back. His gentleness, however, did her in. Tears gathered where none had been before.
 
   Once, long ago, before the alien invasion and death became commonplace, they'd lost a distant cousin to a freakish and terrible accident. Through her tears at the news, Nona Donazetto had told them what she believed.
 
   "Each of us is given our number of days at birth. When our time is up, God takes us home. If we are worthy," she'd added, because nothing their grandmother said came without a warning. "That's why it's important to see each day as a precious gift, to live that day as if it might be your last, and show kindness to others in all things."
 
   She said much the same thing when cancer invaded her body and she outlived the doctor's predictions.
 
   "Only God knows the number of my days, not some damned doctor. He'll take me home when those days are gone and not a minute sooner."
 
   On her good days, Nona cooked and sent Wynne and her sister to deliver her goodness to friends and neighbors. Six months later she died.
 
   As she did with most of Nona's beliefs and warnings, Wynne's sister took this as another of the woman's threats of a fire based future in Hell if the rules were broken. It was right up there with the ones about wearing your skirts too short or skipping Mass because you were out partying the night before.
 
   Wynne wasn't Mira. Though she laughed at many of Nona's admonitions, she wasn't entirely sure they were false. She wore her skirts at a modest length and never partied, not that she'd ever been asked. While she didn't really believe that God would send a little girl to hell because she forgot to say her bedtime prayers, on the rare occasion when she forgot, she always apologized the following night. Just in case. The warning about your given number of days, she took seriously too, though not until the day her parents died.
 
   She should have been home that day when the bombing began. She should have been with her parents when the building collapsed around them. She'd always felt guilty that she wasn't. For days afterward, she reacted like an automaton doing what she was told, but little else. Mira thought her silent shock was her overwhelming grief, but that was only part of it. The rest was based on an extension of Nona's belief.
 
   Wynne had cheated death. Her days were numbered and her number had been skipped. She took it as a sign from God. She believed in signs and thought her lack of sex appeal might be her calling to be a nun.
 
   After much thought and prayer, Wynne decided that until such time as the celestial mistake was rectified, she would devote her life to the care and comfort of others, beginning with her sister and brother. The orphaned children she found on the street were extensions of this resolve. She did her best to be kind and understanding to all. She told no one, and their wartime life made the sacrifice easier. There were few other options.
 
   Mira was happily paired with a man who suited her to a tee. Her younger brother, David, filled with teenaged angst fueled by a heavy dose of anger and resentment, had finally found his place in the world under the tutelage of the taciturn soldier, Harm. The children were happy and surrounded by those who loved them as much as she did.
 
   It almost seemed fitting that the mistake of her extended life be corrected now. Her makeshift family was as safe and as happy as circumstance would allow and their future would be looking brighter every day.
 
   Wynne knew she should accept her fate with grace just as she tried to accept the last seven years. She should be grateful for the extra days she'd been given. She wasn't grateful, however. With the warm comfort of the intriguing stranger's body beneath her and his fingers stroking lovingly through her hair, Wynne suddenly felt cheated.
 
   His strong body, the strange feelings that his teasing brought her, and his now gentle touch, reminded her of all that she'd missed. She'd lived as a nun, quiet and devout in her dedication to her vocation, but she now realized it wasn't a vocation of her choosing. It had been thrust upon her by guilt and grief and it saddened her that she would never know what it was like to be loved for herself –not as daughter, or sister, or caregiver, but as Wynne. Just Wynne.
 
   Her eyes misted over with tears for a life never lived.
 
   "I don't know your name," she whispered against his chest.
 
   "Tor," he whispered back.
 
   "Like a mountain?" The translator called it a crest, so similar to its English counterpart, but mountain seemed more fitting.
 
   "Like a mountain," he agreed. His breath was a long tug of worthless air.
 
   "I like it."
 
   It seemed a fitting name for this giant of a man. She snuggled into the mountain of his body in the hope that her determined but false calm would ease his struggle against what was coming. It was getting harder to breathe. Each breath left her wanting more.
 
   "I'm Wynne."
 
   "I know."
 
   "You know?" Something wasn't right about that.
 
   "Shush, Princess," he whispered into her hair just as the computer made its final pronouncement. Their oxygen supply had run out.
 
   "Oh shit," she said, though she hadn't meant to.
 
   She heard the rumble of a laugh in Tor's chest. "Not nearly so bad as that, Wynne. Listen."
 
   Brain fogged and fighting the panic that grew with each insufficient breath, Wynne tried to follow his instructions. All she heard was the heavy thud of another ugly tentacle slapping over the pod. She pulled in two more deep breaths before she understood that Tor wasn't referring to sound, but the lack of it.
 
   The burning rain had stopped.
 
   Thinking only of the air outside their coffin, Wynne fumbled for a latch that would open the lid. His hand stopped hers.
 
   "Not yet."
 
   Deprived of the air that was only inches away, the panic she'd fought to keep at bay broke through and she fought him. She would have clawed her way through the glass if he'd let her. Strong arms held her close.
 
   "Listen," he ordered harshly. His voice was like a slap that brought Wynne to her senses long enough to obey, "The latch is on the panel. I can't reach it, you can. First, I need my knife. It's in my..."
 
   Wynne was already moving, not caring where her knee or elbow struck. Air. Air. Air.
 
   "Knife." Tor's voice snapped like a whip.
 
   She knew where it was. She'd seen the hilt of it at the top of his boot the first time she'd reached for the controls. There was something wrong with it, something she'd forced herself to ignore.
 
   She grabbed the spattered hilt, and tossed it behind her. She cared nothing for blood or knives, only air.
 
   He was talking again, shouting, or maybe it only sounded that way to her fog shrouded mind. The pounding of her pulse in her ears drowned out all else. Her hands slammed buttons whether they were meant to be pushed or not. Her fingers worked switches. Unable to tell if she hit them all, she began again. At last she found several she missed, not on the front panel, but to the side. She slammed her hand against them, over and over, until her fingers dipped into a square space that tactile memory recognized as a latch.
 
   She pulled, the coffin hissed, the lid began to rise, and fresh air leaked through; warm, moist, but blessedly oxygenated air.
 
   Which was almost immediately cut off.
 
   "No!"
 
   She'd no sooner shouted her protest than the air came again. Tor's voice came with it.
 
   "Could use some help here."
 
   Wynne wiggled around to see him fighting both the automatic opening of the lid and the creatures that tried to force their way in each time it did. It became a contest to see who would win. An inch of opening was enough for the finger like tips of the tentacle to reach in and lift with a frightening muscular power.
 
   Battered by Tor's knees and elbows as he turned and twisted to stab at the creatures now invading from the three sides, Wynne helped as best she could to bring the lid down. At last they succeeded, but only temporarily. Their previous lack, added to the heavy breathing of their exertions, ate up the fresh air that filled the pod almost as quickly as they let it in. They had no choice but to open it again.
 
   "As the water recedes, so will they," Tor assured her after their third battle.
 
   "What are they?"
 
   "Predators like everything else on this island. I've only heard them called bloodsuckers."
 
   Not very scientific, but descriptive nonetheless.
 
   "How long before the water recedes?"
 
   Her hands were bleeding from the fine lines of scratches left by the needle sharp projections at the tentacles' tips. Tor's were worse. His hand was bleeding badly enough that it slickened his hold on the knife.
 
   "Don't know. The sun's out, which should help, but I can't tell if it's sinking or rising. The sun is on our side. The dark is on theirs. As long as there's moisture, they'll stay.
 
   Wynne was facing away from him, watching the edges of the lid, terrified those probing tentacles would find a way in. Whether it was the smell of blood or the sensing of warm bodies within that drew them, once the lid was open, the creatures swarmed. How Tor could tell the sun was shining was a mystery to her. She couldn't see anything beyond the dark mass of flattened tentacles and gaping red mouths.
 
   "Will you be all right?" he asked when they'd closed the lid yet again.
 
   "Do I have a choice?" she asked in return.
 
   She was surprised by the laughter in his voice. "Of course you have a choice. Fight on or be dinner."
 
   "That's no choice, but next time it would be helpful if you brought another knife in your other boot."
 
   "Next time?"
 
   She felt him run his hand down her back, stroking the hair that now fell to her waist. What once had been a neat braid rolled in a cushion of bun at the back of her head was now a tangled mess.
 
   "You shouldn't hide this."
 
   "Hide what?" she asked before she realized he was referring to her hair.
 
   He ran his fingers through the loose tail, gently combing out the snarls. "A man could get lost in this."
 
   The way he said it sent a strange yet pleasant shiver through her body, but it didn't stop her from turning her head and giving him what her family called the evil eye.
 
   "You're thinking about that at a time like this?"
 
   He shrugged and grinned. "What else is there to think about?"
 
   Wynne turned back to her watching. "Gee, I don't know, how about where we are, how we're going to get out of here, what we're going to eat. You know, all those piddling, inconsequential things that are so much less important than sex."
 
   "Finally," he sighed with seeming relief, "a woman who understands my priorities."
 
   Wynne gave him her best I'm-done-with-your-nonsense frown. Apparently, that look was universal because he responded the same way the children did when she used it on them. He rolled his eyes before he reluctantly complied.
 
   "We're on the largest island on the planetoid. It's called Empor's Tor, Giant's Mountain. We'll get out when sun and tide allow and there's food and water under the seat. See? Nothing else to think about."
 
   "Then start thinking about how we're going to get off of this, this... What did you call it?"
 
   "Planetoid. It's an asteroid that was terra formed as part of an evolutionary experiment that didn't end well."
 
   "More things like that?"
 
   "I told you, nothing I can't handle."
 
   "With a knife?" Wynne figured she had a right to sound skeptical.
 
   "And fire," he said. "We'll have a fire starter once we get under the seat."
 
   "There wouldn't be a little inflatable spaceship under there to get us off this failed experiment, would there?"
 
   "No, that's going to be little harder, but I have a few ideas." He raised one winged eyebrow. "A good toss in the sheets might help me think it through. You wouldn't be interested, would you?" 
 
   She laughed at his nonsense. "There are no sheets, and I have no interest in being tossed."
 
   "That's only because you haven't been tossed by me."
 
   Wynne shook her head. The man did not give up. And a newly awakened part of her hoped he never did.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   She was reminded of those words hours later when Tor finally found a spot he felt was suitable to make camp.
 
   Sun and tide had finally won the battle of the sea beasts. Once the vicious creatures crawled back into the water, she thought Tor might allow them, lid open, some well-deserved rest, but no. He was determined to put as much distance between them and the shore as he could before the sun set.
 
   Her pod was gone, swallowed by the tide. Tor's was pulled back from the edge of the trees to where it had landed on the beach. Wynne wondered if their combined weight was what saved them from being drawn beneath the waves. Once he was sure the danger was past, Tor set about tearing the pod apart. Using his knife, he pried open the control panel and gutted the inside, pocketing small bits and pieces until he came to a small yellow box lit by a pulsing light from within.
 
   Yanking it free from its mooring, he ran with it to the edge of the water and hurled it into the sea. Wynne screamed a warning, but he was already aware of the bloodsucker lurking in the shallows and easily avoided the tentacle rising up and reaching out for this post-storm snack.
 
   "I hate those things," she told him after swallowing the heart that had risen to her throat with the rising of the beast. "I'll be dreaming about them for months. What was that thing you threw and was it worth the risk?"
 
   "Homing beacon and yes, it was worth the risk."
 
   He tore his shirt up over his head, tied two firm knots in the bottom and the sleeves together at the cuffs.
 
   "Wait! Isn't that beacon for rescue? Don't we want someone to find us?"
 
   "Depends on who's doing the rescuing." He began stuffing the makeshift pack with everything he found beneath the seat. "I need to see them before they see us and they're probably already looking. Right now, I need to get this pod in the water. Let the bloodsuckers carry it out. Let whoever comes looking for us think the beasts won."
 
   "Wait!" she cried again. "What if it's still there, the one that tried to get you?" It was frightening enough inside the protection of the pod. Meeting it outside the pod was terrifying. "What if it tries to get you again?"
 
   "You'll stab it and run." He handed her the knife. "I'll pull, you push, and when we get close enough, you stab anything that comes up from the water. Anything."
 
   "Wait!" she objected a third time. "Are you saying there are other things out there? Are they as big as the bloodsuckers?"
 
   "Bigger. There are things that eat the things that tried to eat us. Now move it, we don't have much time. You can ask your questions later.
 
   He pulled. She pushed. She stabbed, but it was a small one. She saw nothing larger until they were moving up the beach and the open escape pod sank beneath the surface.
 
   The water that had settled back to a glassy surface erupted into a geyser of spray. A bloodsucker was tossed into the air. An octopus of sorts, its many legs flailed in every direction. For the first time, she got the full impact of its enormous size, but it was the massive jaws of the creature that followed it upward that caused her to stop and stare. The size of a small whale, it looked to be more mouth than body. The jaws widened, seemed to unhinge to form a basket of row upon row of long, pointed teeth. The bloodsucker fell into that deadly basket to be instantly pierced by the razor sharp points. The jaws closed over it and she could have sworn the creature's black and soulless eye zeroed in on her.
 
   "Showtime's over, Princess."
 
   Tor grabbed her hand and dragged her with him. He snagged the pack on the way by and only let her hand go once they were well away and deep under the canopy formed by the broad, leathery leaves of the trees. He settled the pack over his shoulders. It reminded Wynne of the way a boy her sister once dated always wore his sweater.
 
   She'd been about ten at the time and for some reason thought he, and the way he wore that sweater was the coolest thing she'd ever seen. That kid's shoulders were nothing compared to what she was looking at now.
 
   Tor, with the shirt sleeves capping his broad shoulders and the knot pulling tight at the center of his massively muscled chest, was way more than cool. He was spectacular.
 
   "I've shown you mine, now it's your turn to show me yours," he quipped when he caught her admiring stare.
 
   Embarrassed, she turned and walked a little faster. "In your dreams, cowboy."
 
   "Obviously in yours too, Princess." He laughed, caught up with her in two quick steps, and then grabbed her hand again. He veered left. "Unless you know where you're going, it's best to let me lead."
 
   That was the last smile he gave her for what felt like hours as they trudged uphill. Wynne didn't ask for relief. While he said nothing, his tension was communicated though the hand holding hers. The other held the knife. He paused fairly regularly, but only long enough to listen and scan the surrounding area. She wanted to ask what he was searching for, but his silence was so complete, she didn't dare.
 
   Several times she thought she heard movement or saw dark shapes melting into the lighter shadows cast by the trees. Twice, Tor stopped and dropped the pack to the ground. Both times he made a stirrup with his hands and motioned with his chin to a branch high above his head. He never asked her if she could complete the climb, just accepted that she would.
 
   And she did. She never could have reached the lowest branch without his helpful boost. She was too short. What surprised her was that once there, she had the strength to pull herself up onto the branch. It was a struggle, but she managed, and when he tossed her the pack, she actually caught it. Another chin lift told her to move upward. She did it with the heavy pack held firmly on her arm.
 
   Even more amazing than this personal and heretofore unrealized athleticism was Tor's leap, unaided, from ground to branch. With one swing, he was on the lower limb and with the next he was sitting on the upper branch beside her.
 
   The grin he gave her was the grin of any schoolyard show-off. Had the forest not been so eerily quiet, she would have giggled aloud. Instead, she rewarded him with silent applause.
 
   His bow was interrupted by his sudden alertness to something she couldn't hear or see. He put his finger to his lips in a familiar gesture for silence.
 
   Wynne returned his gesture with a frown. After noiselessly clapping her approval of his athletic skill, did he really think she might shout out now?
 
   She didn't see what passed by their tree that first time because Tor shrank back and with arm around her shoulders, took her with him. He froze and thinking it best to take her cues from him, Wynne froze, too. Minutes passed before he relaxed.
 
   She did see the second creature, though. Whether it was the same type of animal as the first, she didn't know and didn't want to know. All she knew was that she didn't want to see one again unless Tor carried something more lethal than a knife.
 
   The creature was shaped, more or less, like an alligator with a thick and powerful body rising up on four short, but muscular looking legs. Claws, long and curled, dug into the ground beneath its feet. Its tail was as long as its body, heavily built, and just as powerful looking. Like the familiar reptile, its elongated mouth was generously supplied with nasty looking teeth. It was not a reptile, however. This creature was covered in a smooth, dark brown pelt and it was larger than any can-you-believe-the-size-of-this-one gator she'd ever seen on television.
 
   When it opened its mouth, Wynne expected the honking roar of its earthly cousin. Instead, it belched and released a fume rancid enough to make her gag. Her eyes stung with it. Fear and Tor's steadying hand kept her from crying out.
 
   It was only her trust in Tor's sixth sense that gave her the courage to hang from the branch and drop into his arms. Alone, she would have died in that tree.
 
   She stayed there, head resting against his comforting wall of chest for longer than necessity dictated, but he didn't seem to mind if the hand at the back of her head was any indication. When she finally looked up, it was to see him watching her with soft and gentle eyes.
 
   "Ready?" he asked.
 
   "As I'll ever be," she said, and knew that it was true.
 
   The growth thinned as they climbed higher. The trees became shorter and their coverage less dense. By the time Tor dropped the pack, dusk was falling. Wynne was about to fall, too. She'd never walked so far or so fast in her life. The only thing that allowed her to keep up with Tor's pace was her fear of being left behind with that thing she'd seen in the woods. A distant scream added to her determination. She almost cried with relief when he finally spoke.
 
   "We'll stop here for the night."
 
   Wynne looked around for the tree in which they would rest. "They're not big enough," she muttered and the thought of moving on until they found a tall one brought tears to her eyes.
 
   "What's not big enough?" He must have seen her looking up. "You mean the trees?" He laughed. "We're not spending the night off the ground, but on it."
 
   "Oh no, sir, we are not spending the night on the ground. You will find me a tree to sleep in. A tall tree. A very tall tree."
 
   She said it in the same way she'd once heard her mother say to her father, "Oh no, sir, we are not spending the night in this fleabag motel. You will find me a decent hotel to sleep in."
 
   Normally, hearing her mother's voice coming out of her own mouth would make Wynne cringe, but this time she was too tired to care.
 
   Unlike her father, Tor didn't say, "Okay, honey, keep your shirt on. We'll find someplace better." No, Tor said, "If a tree is what you want, feel free to hike back down until you find one. I'm staying here."
 
   "But what if it rains?"
 
   "It won't, but even if it did, it won't be what occurs down at the coast. Up here, you only get water followed by bugs."
 
   On that pleasant thought, she looked back the way they'd come, looked back at him, and then started to cry.
 
   It wasn't the wracking sob sort of cry, more of an exhausted weeping, but Tor looked shaken by her sudden collapse. He took a hesitant step toward her and even more hesitantly opened his arms. Wynne didn't walk into them so much as tumble into them. She was acting like a big baby and she didn't care.
 
   "Ah, Kushma, you were so strong and brave today I forgot you weren't one of my own," he told her as he gathered her in. "This is no place for a princess."
 
   "I'm not a princess," she pouted, though she was acting like a very spoiled one. She sniffed loudly and looked up. "And what do you mean by one of your own? Your own what?"
 
   "My harem, of course. I make them run miles and wrestle in the mud just for the chance of winning a night with me," he said with a teasing grin.
 
   "Must make it easier for them to play dead after all that running and wrestling, huh? Kind of goes with the sex in a coffin theme, doesn't it?"
 
   He laughed. "I think I like you, Princess."
 
   "My grandmother would be appalled," she muttered against his chest, and only because she was too tired to watch her words admitted, "But I think I like you too, though if I wake up to one of those things chomping on my leg, I reserve the right to change my mind."
 
   "Nothing will feast on your leg. We'll have the rock at our back and a fire before us."
 
   "Like that's going to stop one of those hairy gators. He'll probably belch into the flames and toast us both before he starts munching."
 
   "They don't like hiking any more than you do. The higher you climb, the smaller the wildlife."
 
   "So you're saying the animals up here won't eat me?"
 
   "No, I'm saying they'll take smaller bites."
 
   "Lucky me."
 
   The sob storm was averted, but she didn't move. She wanted to stay there, propped against his sturdy chest. She could have fallen asleep right where she was, upright and surrounded by warmth and muscle, and Tor seemed content to let her do it. That wouldn't fair to him, however. He had to be tired, too. Reluctantly, she pushed away.
 
   "We'd better get that fire built," she said quietly.
 
   In spite of her exhaustion, Wynne would have helped gather wood for the fire, but Tor insisted she rest. She didn't argue, but sat and watched the play of moving muscle along his chest and back as he broke and stacked the small branches. His shoulders sloped with the powerful muscles that extended from his neck. While not a perfect six pack, his abdominals were clearly defined and cut inward over his narrowed hips to disappear into the low slung waist of his trousers.
 
   He was, she decided, what Nona would have described as a fine specimen of manhood.
 
   With the fire built and the tall slab of rock behind them, they settled in. The night was chilly and Tor had donned his shirt before he sat with his back against the rock. The fire, the small stack of wood he'd gathered, and his knife were all within easy reach of his free hand. Wynne had no qualms about curling next to him with her legs folded under her skirt. He was warm and his chest made a good pillow. With his arm wrapped around her holding her to him, she felt safe and secure against whatever might be lurking in the dark.
 
   He was a pirate of some sort, a thief most probably, and maybe a kidnapper as well. He could even be a killer, but he'd saved her life not once, but several times. Though he teased her with talk of sex, she never felt threatened by him, and while his looks and bearing were all man, when he smiled, his eyes lit with boyish mischief and she felt that smile deep inside as if it was hers alone.
 
   Realistically, Wynne knew that other women probably felt the same way, but for her, for now, it was enough for her to feel comfortable in his company.
 
   "Good night, Tor."
 
   "Sleep well, Princess."
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The corners of her mouth turned up in a dreamy smile. "I'm not a princess," she mumbled and fell asleep on the protest so she didn't hear his reply or feel the kiss he touched to the top of her head.
 
   "You are to me."
 
   Tor didn't relax against the stone until he was sure she was soundly asleep.
 
   She could argue it all she liked; Wynne was a princess through and through. She was well educated, clever, and beautiful. Her hair was the color of a Cormac's wing, so black, it shimmered with blue. Small of stature, she was soft and round in all the right places. It was the kind of body a man could bury himself in and enjoy for hours.
 
   He closed his eyes and pictured how he would take her, rounding his back while he was over her, angling his thrusts to bring her the most pleasure while seeking his own. From such a position he would still be able to savor the sweetness of her lips and they would be sweet. He was sure of it. Whether pouting or laughing or pursed in displeasure, those lips were full and begging to be kissed. He'd be more than happy to oblige.
 
   She enjoyed his teasing though she tried to hide that, too. She was quick to understand his meaning and quick to answer it. This princess was no shy and sheltered flower raised under glass. There was life in her, and heat, and wit. She had courage and stamina, too. Yes, she'd broken a few times, but she'd never fallen to hysterics. She'd quickly pulled herself back together with a little encouragement.
 
   He felt bad for pushing her so hard as they hiked uphill, but every time he looked back to check, she was keeping pace, trudging determinedly. She gave no sign until the end that it had been too much. He should have taken better care of her. He should have recognized that her lack of complaint was not because she didn't have one. He hadn't lied when he told her he'd forgotten she wasn't one of his own.
 
   Tor smiled to himself. He hadn't lied except for claiming a harem instead of a crew. His female members were as hard and strong as the men and in some ways, tougher. They had to be if they were to survive in a world inhabited mostly by men. They were rougher than his little Wynne, but he'd bet her backbone was every bit as straight and stiff as theirs.
 
   The smile left him at the reminder of what might have befallen his crew. If they were still alive, he would get them back, though not in the way he originally planned. The princess was no longer for sale, and as much as he wanted her, he would do nothing to spoil another man's dream.
 
   For the first time since he was a boy, Tor wished his family's house was one of wealth and prestige. Then maybe the dream that was curled snuggly into his chest could be his.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Wynne dreamed of a Land of Oz in which fur covered alligators replaced the flying monkeys. She awoke to the sound of the Wicked Witch's Winkies marching.
 
   "Yoh-ee-oh, Yoh-oh. Yoh-ee-oh, Yoh-oh."
 
   Her eyes were open, but she still heard it.
 
   "Yoh-ee-oh, Yoh-oh."
 
   She leapt to her feet and charged toward the sound.
 
   Tor caught her about the waist and pulled her back. His hand covered her mouth. She struggled and kicked her feet to free herself.
 
   "Shhh," he hissed in her ear. "We don't know who it is."
 
   "But I do," she said excitedly against the flat of his palm. It came out sounding like, "Ut uh oo."
 
   "Princess, listen to me," he snapped. "I can't reach the knife and hold you, too. Promise me you'll be silent and hide behind the stone until I answer the threat."
 
   Wynne stopped struggling and nodded her head. As soon as he put her down and bent to retrieve the knife, she shouted.
 
   "We're off to see the wizard, Mohawk. Just follow the yellow brick road. Mohawk loves the Winkies," she explained to Tor who was looking at her as if she'd lost her mind.
 
   "What in all the fiery seas of Hadrid's Realm are Winkies?" he growled.
 
   "The Wicked Witch's guards," she told him. She was bouncing on her toes with excitement, but she stayed where she was, afraid Tor would carry her off if she didn't.
 
   "Yesterday, I thought you were clever," he grumbled behind her. "Today, I think you're crazy. Wizards, witches? There's no such thing."
 
   "How do you know?" she argued with a laugh. "Until a short time ago, you didn't know Earth women existed either, yet here I am. Besides, we're talking Oz, not Earth."
 
   As soon as her Perithian friend came into view, Wynne ran. Arms wide, she leapt at him. Mohawk had to drop what he was carrying to catch her. She showered his face and horns with kisses. She held his cheeks in her hands and kept saying his name over and over.
 
   "Oh, Mohawk. Oh, Mohawk."
 
   The old warrior looked past her shoulder to the scowling man beyond. "The way she acting, you'd think I just returned from the dead." He patted her shoulder awkwardly. "Now, let me go girl. I've been walking for hours and I'm hungry. Good to see you still have a fire going. I brought breakfast." He reached for what he'd dropped on the ground and held it up for them to see. "It smells like a week old fart, but it's not bad eating."
 
   The pelt looked familiar, but it was the smell that identified his trophy. Mohawk held aloft the tail of one of the nightmare monsters they'd see the day before. This one was half the size, but still formidable. Ignoring Wynne's reaction, he beamed at Tor.
 
   "Ate a good bit of it for supper last night. Couldn't have a fire, though. Place was crawling with maggots, some of them with two legs."
 
   The thought of eating the vile smelling meat raw was bad enough. That she kissed the old man's blood smeared face was more than Wynne's stomach could handle. The mention of maggots didn't help. Bile rose in her throat and she gagged.
 
   Unaware that he was the cause, Mohawk voiced concern. "Hope you're not coming down with something."
 
   "I'm fine," she said without taking a breath and stepped away.
 
   Tor reached for her hand and pulled her over to the far side of his body, away from Mohawk and the tail. The odor was still there, but not quite as strong, particularly if she concentrated on the man standing next to her. Tucked under his arm, she decided, was a very warm and comforting place to be and her stomach settled on the thought. Settled, that is, until she saw Mohawk's beady black eyes narrow to slits.
 
   Tor stiffened and Wynne knew it was in reaction to Mohawk's belligerent look. Not wanting trouble, she stepped away.
 
   "I've been so worried about you. How did you find us? How did you get away?"
 
   Eyes locked with Mohawk's, Tor had taken up the death glare challenge. Her questions sailed over the two men who were now locked in some sort of masculine staring contest. She wasn't sure who won, but it was the old soldier who spoke first.
 
   "You poke her?"
 
   It took a moment for her to grasp his meaning and another before her mouth worked.
 
   "Mohawk!"
 
   "What's it to you," Tor asked at the same time. His body tensed as if he was waiting for something more.
 
   "I want to know if I have to kill you."
 
   "I'd like to see you try, old man."
 
   Mohawk hated being called an old man. It was like waving a red flag in front of a bull, a bull with very sharp teeth. He bared them in a smile that was more a death's head grin. His eyes dropped to the carcass at his feet.
 
   "This one said the same thing." He leaned forward and had he been a real bull, he would have pawed the ground. He was about to charge.
 
   Tor grinned. It wasn't a friendly one either. "The difference is that I'm not a dumb animal."
 
   Mohawk didn't move. His shrug was in his voice. "Smart or dumb, you'll still be dead."
 
   Wynne stepped between them, arms spread, hands upright, and palms flat, not touching but near their chests. She hoped they both understood the gesture. It was that or be crushed between them.
 
   "Stop it," she said, just in case they didn't. She glared at Tor. "You could have said no," she told him and then turned the same glare on Mohawk. "He saved my life."
 
   "Looked more like kidnapping to me."
 
   "Would you rather I left her where she was?"
 
   Mohawk ignored him. "Why you? Did you ask him?"
 
   Had she? She must have, but everything since the explosion was jumbled together along with her emotions. Terror, along with plain old household fear, had turned to relief at landing safely. She remembered feeling lost and alone and then the fear was back and some anger and relief again when Tor made her smile with his teasing. Would a kidnapper do that? And why would he kidnap her? She wasn't rich. She wasn't famous. She wasn't special in any way, shape, or form. Her only claim to fame was that she was Mira Donazetto's little sister.
 
   "Well? Did you?"
 
   Wynne shook her head.
 
   "Then you don't know."
 
   "I need to sit down." Which she did, right where she stood. She sat cross legged, her elbows on her knees and her head in her hands.
 
   "She needs food." That was one of Mohawk's three solutions to everything. Feed it, fuck it, or kill it.
 
   "She needs rest." That was Tor who was probably feeling guilty for forcing her to trudge uphill at ninety miles an hour.
 
   "She needs to think," Wynne huffed. "She needs you both to be quiet and let her do it."
 
   Surprisingly, they did. They stood to either side of her and watched her think. It was disconcerting at first, but having dealt with five children, Wynne was adept at ignoring such behavior. Living with eight people in a very small space, she'd learned to ignore most annoyances.
 
   Unfortunately, time to think only left her more confused. She didn't know if she'd been rescued or kidnapped. She did know that in spite of his off color teasing, Tor had never made her feel uncomfortable except in a very flattering way. She knew that the only times she'd felt relatively safe since this ordeal began was when Tor was holding her, literally and figuratively, in his arms. But why did she feel that way? Stockholm syndrome? Could it happen that fast? Was she that weak?
 
   Sure, Mira was known as the strong sister, the clever one, the outgoing one. Wynne was known to be quieter and more cautious, but no one ever said she was weak. She sighed inwardly. No one ever said it to her face, and why would they when Mira would probably follow it with her fist.
 
   But Mira would also argue that Wynne wasn't weak, that her sister was the smart one in the family. She only needed time to think things through. She needed time to evaluate what she knew. She needed all the facts.
 
   Wynne smiled to herself. It was a comfort to know that with a million miles between them, her sister still had her back.
 
   The men were still standing quietly several minutes later, thus proving they could act like adults if they tried. Wynne raised her hands and let them pull her up, but didn't speak until she dusted off her skirt and moved to the small fire that had burned down to a few glowing coals.
 
   "Mohawk, you may cook your meat, but if the smell doesn't improve, you'll eat it over there where I don't have to watch. I'll stick with the protein cookies in the survival pack. You," she pointed to Tor, "can do whatever floats your boat."
 
   Tor frowned and gave Mohawk a questioning look.
 
   "Makes you happy," the older man translated the idiom and shrugged. "Don't try to make sense of it. You'll wear your brain out. Half of what they say doesn't make sense."
 
   Wynne snorted a laugh. "There's the pot calling the kettle black. Does a pansy assed feather fucker make sense?" It was one of Mohawk's favorite epithets.
 
   "It does if you've used one." Mohawk's face turned purple and he scowled at Tor. "For other people, not me."
 
   Wynne was about to ask him what he meant by that when Tor released an amused sputter. He quickly sealed his lips and raised his eyes, looking everywhere but at Wynne.
 
   At Tor's reaction, Mohawk's scowl faded. "All right, once," he confessed. "And I was drunk at the time."
 
   "Weren't we all," Tor said.
 
   The two snickered like a couple of schoolboys after telling a dirty joke.
 
   "I think I liked you both better when you were glaring at each other. I'm beginning to feel outnumbered."
 
   Mohawk's breakfast smelled much better cooked, but Wynne refused to taste it.
 
   "You need to eat. Those cracker things taste like shit," he said of the protein cakes that came in the survival pack.
 
   "More like cardboard," she admitted, "but they're filling, and they're a whole lot tastier than glop."
 
   "I like glop. It fills the belly and lasts all day," Mohawk defended the highly nutritious protein powder that he ate regularly for breakfast. It was meant to be used as battle rations for soldiers in the field. Reconstituted with water, it could be eaten hot or cold, and had the flavor and consistency of wallpaper paste. "The kids like it."
 
   "They're kids. What do they know?" They only liked it because Mohawk did and it had the added and amusing bonus of making poor Mira gag.
 
   "I never thought it was that bad."
 
   Both Wynne and Mohawk stared at Tor.
 
   "You served time?" Mohawk asked.
 
   He meant military, not prison time, though after hearing some of his stories, Wynne wasn't sure there was much difference.
 
   "Four tours."
 
   Wynne made a quick conversion from galactic to earth time. It equaled approximately ten years.
 
   "Enlisted? How much action did you see?"
 
   "Not enlisted. Sky pilot. I did the driving."
 
   Mohawk looked suspicious until Tor began to rattle off the strange sounding names of the campaigns in which he served.
 
   "How about that?" Mohawk's stubby finger rose to prevent the younger man from saying more. "I was there, too. Hated that place. Flies as big as your fist." He gave the dates.
 
   "You must have been in the thick of it down below. Brought those flies with you," Tor responded. "We were cleanup. Spent most of our time chasing rebels out of the mountains or sealing them in. No flies up there. The winds were too high."
 
   "I'd rather fight those prickless bugs on the ground. At least with the Hahnshin you can tell who the enemy is. I heard Pleikos was the same..."
 
   They were so involved in the war story exchange, Wynne didn't think either would notice when she quietly rose and strolled away to take care of some private business behind the rock. The silence behind her told her she was wrong.
 
   "Don't go too far," Tor warned like she was six years old and might wander off.
 
   "Don't worry," she told him.
 
   "Don't worry, she says," Mohawk grumbled. "That's all I've been doing since we left the damn planet."
 
   "Troubleseeker?"
 
   "No, worse, she's a cloud walker," Mohawk grumbled.
 
   Cloud walker was a term Wynne hadn't heard. Tor's snorted laugh made her wonder what it was, but she was already past their line of sight and to ask would be an admission of eavesdropping.
 
   "She told me you were her companion."
 
   There was a silent pause and then Mohawk's roar of laughter was joined by Tor's more subdued version. Wynne didn't see what was so funny.
 
   She did what she had to do, but didn't immediately go back to the two men at the fire. She returned to her place just out of sight, and listened.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Tor knew the old man's game, but didn't let on. He didn't blame Mohawk for being cautious. He was the princess's guardian, after all, paid to keep the girl safe. He was suspicious of Tor's motives, as well he should be, but being an old soldier, he also knew that circumstance could make allies of enemies. It was a matter of trust and how much of it you could place in a truce formed by necessity. So far, negotiations were going well.
 
   Fortunately, Tor didn't have to lie about that part of his life and he'd passed all Mohawk's not so subtle tests. Flies on Marabento? Really? There were no flying insects in a place where the winds were so strong they'd knock a man off his feet if he wasn't prepared. He had to admire the old man, though. Not once did Mohawk let on that he'd been caught when Tor made a correction.
 
   "So tell me about these maggots you saw." He kept his voice low, not quite a whisper, and hoped the girl couldn't hear.
 
   The old man caught on fast. After a glance in the direction Wynne had gone, he lowered his voice to a rumbling growl.
 
   "It was right after me and Junior here had our disagreement." He nodded to his kill. "His Mama was wounded and looking mean."
 
   They always looked mean to Tor, but this wasn't the story he needed to hear. Once again, Mohawk seemed to understand.
 
   "She was circling me like she was looking for an opening when I hear voices. She lets out a roar and takes off. I follow because I think maybe it's you and Wynne, and maybe you're with friends."
 
   "I have no friends here."
 
   "I figured that, too, since you don't seem too eager to run off and find 'em. Like I said, they started as eight." He shook his head in disbelief. "I'd have bet my merrymaker an animal that big and ugly couldn't move that fast. Good thing I didn't. I'd be a eunuch. She came at 'em faster than a cheap whore blasts you off on a two credit blow. Tore one up and killed another." There was a viciousness to the Perithian's grin like maybe he enjoyed the show. He spread his hands. "And then there were seven, though number seven didn't look too good with that piece of bone sticking out of his leg."
 
   Yep, he enjoyed it.
 
   "There's more. One of them killed Mama with a handloader."
 
   The Galactic Confederation had outlawed the primitive weapons, but most traders ignored the law and carried at least one. Tor had three buried on his ship and only carried one on his hip in frontier towns where the peacekeepers weren't GC. In those places, peace was more important than law, and a dead man couldn't testify to an illegal weapon's use. The weapons were loud and the percussive powder left a distinctive odor. Both left a residual message that disruptive behavior would not be tolerated.
 
   Tor nodded. "We heard the reports. Three shots. Bad aim?"
 
   Mohawk shook his head. "Thick skull. You gotta get them in the eye."
 
   Tor glanced at the tail. "You're that good?"
 
   Mohawk grinned again, this time in response to Tor's nod and lopsided smile of respect.
 
   "All the ladies say so," the Perithian said with a smarmy grin before he went on. "One of them was pissed about it."
 
   He repeated the conversation he'd heard while he cut chunks of meat from the tail and threaded them onto a stick.
 
   "'Horny said no fire power.'
 
   "The shooter says, 'Then let Horny get his ass out here and get eaten. All he does is drink, fuck, and eat. Makes us do the dangerous shit.'
 
   "Skinny one laughs and says, 'I don't know about that. Fucking looked pretty damned dangerous the other night.'
 
   'That was the warm up. Wait until we get to the other one, whipwick.'
 
   'Horny ain't gonna get to it for a while, the way that spotted bitch got him.'
 
   'Fucking bitch spoiled the whole damn night. Next one won't though.'
 
   'Won't be a next one if we don't find those beacons and whoever came with them. Horny says don't come back without them.'
 
   "Doesn't sound like their women are volunteers," Tor said. He closed his eyes.
 
   "You're not taking Wynne in there." He'd started a second stick, but was no longer carefully threading the meat.
 
   "They won't hurt her," Tor assured him in a voice so cold, Wynne found it frightening. He paused before he continued, impatient, but no longer alarming. "And that meat's already dead. Quit stabbing it. Prop it up here." He toed a rock closer to the fire. "Where'd you leave your pod?"
 
   "On the beach."
 
   "Then they know one of us landed safely. Wynne's beacon is still active. They'll need a boat to locate it and since it's open and empty..." He shrugged. "Mine's disabled. Let's hope they think the worst."
 
   "What are you thinking?"
 
   "That we need to find a way to get you and the princess off this damn rock."
 
   "And what will you do, pirate?"
 
   "Whatever I have to."
 
   "There are at least eight of them counting that Horny bugger."
 
   Mohawk cut another piece of meat from the hunk at his feet before passing Tor's knife back. He popped the raw chunk in his mouth and chewed on it while watching the rest cook.
 
   Tor winced. "It doesn't matter how many there are. They have what's mine. And his name isn't Horny. It's Honarie."
 
   "You know him?"
 
   "Yeah, I know him."
 
   The bony ridges that served as Mohawk's eyebrows rose and connected into a single continuous ridge.
 
   Tor shrugged. "I've done business with his brother, Orax. They stole something from me and now I'm going to get it back."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Again, Tor's voice was so hard and cold it sent a shiver up Wynne's spine and it made her more confused than ever about who this man was. One minute he was funny and charming, a sexy tease. While he wasn't handsome in the way that First Commander Roark was, he was certainly attractive and his body... Wynne shook her head to set it on another path.
 
   He knew this place and the people Mohawk was talking about and he knew from the moment they landed these people weren't his friends. Were they former fiends? Were these the pirates from the ship, the ones whose uniform he wore?
 
   "This one's mine."
 
   "Fuck you."
 
   "You already did."
 
   Had Tor been rescuing her or claiming her as his part of the prize? She'd thought his 'You already did', was literal, that the reptilian female was a former sexual partner. Bitter blood and all that. Had she let herself be swayed by a charming smile and bedroom eyes?
 
   Fuck was such an odd word and could mean so many things. Odder still was that the Godan used their word in many of the same ways, though the men rarely used it in front of women. Mohawk's mouth wasn't equipped with such a filter except when it came to children. Most of what she knew about alien cursing came from him. So yes, pota or fuck could mean betrayal, too.
 
   "Who are those women? Am I one of them, too?" she asked as she stepped from her listening post.
 
   "Fuck," both men muttered at the same time.
 
   Wynne stood with her arms folded across her chest, staring them down. "That isn't an answer," she said and then tapped her foot impatiently. "I'm waiting."
 
   Mohawk grunted and flung the raw meat into a bush a good twenty feet away.
 
   "How much did you hear?" Tor asked.
 
   "Why? Would it make a difference? Of course it would," she sighed. "I heard all of it and I want to know what's going on."
 
   "Leave it alone, Wynne."
 
   "Whose side are you on, Mohawk?"
 
   "Yours. It's enough that he's going to let you go." He turned the stick threaded with meat. The coals sizzled with the dripping juices.
 
   "And what about the others?" she asked.
 
   "Not my assignment. My job is to get you safely to Mishra."
 
   "Not without those women." She turned to Tor. "That's what this is about, isn't it? That's why you were on the Romer. You were with those..." She waved her hand. "Those pirates or whatever they are. They cut you out of the deal, didn't they? You were after the Brides Brigade and when you couldn't get them, you took me. That's who those women are, Mohawk. Those women he's talking about are the Brides."
 
   "No, they aren't your Brides Brigade." Tor made a wry face at the term. "This was a high risk, high profit haul and Honarie and Orax know the value of a credit. The Brides are worth too much. They wouldn't have pulled this off if they didn't have a buyer on the other end and you can't sell damaged merchandise." His voice was flat, practical, and wrong.
 
   He sounded as if he was talking about cattle, or sheep, or bolts of cloth.
 
   "These are people, not goods." She wouldn't let him reduce those women to the status of cattle or cloth.
 
   "Not to Honarie and Orax," Tor argued back. "Nor is it relevant. Your Brides Brigade isn't here."
 
   "Then who are those women?"
 
   "I think they're part of my crew."
 
   "Your crew?" She was thinking of the female pirate on the ship. "The crew on the Romer?"
 
   "That wasn't my crew."
 
   "Then why were you dressed like them?"
 
   "Because it was a bad idea that got worse." Tor stood and faced her. "Listen to Mohawk, Princess. Stay out of it. I got you here, I'll get you out. The rest of it is none of your concern."
 
   "How do I know I can trust you?"
 
   "You're alive aren't you? Or don't escape pods, sea monsters, and man-eaters count?" His eyes dropped and he gave her a sexy grin. "Not to mention I behaved myself when I didn't have to," Tor added with a wink.
 
   "Don't think you can flirt your way out of this," she huffed, hands on hips. "I'm well aware that you rescued me and kept me safe, but I have to ask why. There were thirty or forty people trying to get through those doors. Why choose me?"
 
   "As I recall, you were being dragged off at the time. I rescued you."
 
   "No, you claimed me. This one's mine, you said. You thought I was one of the Brides Brigade, didn't you?"
 
   It was a conclusion, not a question, and she was surprised and confused by the pang of hurt that accompanied it. Wynne, the dreamer. She'd allowed herself to believe Tor's rescue of her was somehow special, when it was only a matter of commerce.
 
   "No, I never thought you were one of them. It was obvious that you weren't."
 
   Of course it was and how ironic that the answer she wanted was the one that hurt the most. Those women in the Brides Brigade were beautiful. They were bright and clever and outgoing, and while their clothes weren't much better than Wynne's, they'd chosen pieces that flattered their figures.
 
   "He was watching you before the raid," Mohawk unclenched his teeth enough to mutter. "He didn't board with the raiders. He was already there when we boarded."
 
   Tor looked as surprised as Wynne.
 
   "Why didn't you say something?" she asked.
 
   The old soldier hung his head to hide the color rising in his cheeks. "He was wearing a spacer's uniform with three bars. I thought he was part of the crew and giving you the eye. What was I supposed to say?"
 
   "How about, hey Wynne, that guy over there is giving you the eye."
 
   "Right, and then we could have had tea and painted our nails. When we were done, we could have gossiped about him while I braided your hair." Embarrassment gone, and manhood affronted, he glared at her. "What do you think I am?"
 
   Wynne wasn't sure how to answer that since Mohawk had tea and cookies regularly with eight-year-old Bitsy. He not only allowed her to paint his nails, he let her put bows on his horns, too.
 
   "You still should have told me," she said.
 
   "Why? What would you have done about it? Blushed and run, and then done your best to pretend he wasn't there."
 
   "I would not," she said indignantly.
 
   "You would, too. That's what you always do." He sounded angry.
 
   "I do not!"
 
   "Hmph," he grunted and waved her off with a sharp flick of his hand. "Tell that to Petrarch. He's been following you around with his tongue lapping the ground for months."
 
   "Petrarch is a friend."
 
   "Petrarch doesn't want to be your friend any more than that Zubian over in Supply wants to fill your grocery order. All he wants to do is fill your pot with his own brand of honey."
 
   "Mohawk, that's enough." A glance at Tor who was looking skyward and sucking in his cheeks, told her it was more than enough.
 
   But Mohawk wasn't finished. "I saw him follow you out of the gambling hall. I stayed behind so he could make his move. I was so busy thinking maybe this time you'd take a little fun for yourself that I forgot why I was there. I failed to keep you safe."
 
   Wynne's growing annoyance leaked out with a whoosh. He wasn't angry with her, he was angry with himself, angry and ashamed.
 
   "Oh. My. God. Is that what this is about? This isn't your fault, Mohawk. You couldn't have foreseen this and there's no knowing if we would have made it off that deck in time. You're here protecting me now. That's all that counts."
 
   "Then let me get you out of here and back where you belong."
 
   "I will," she said gently and watched his shoulders relax. "As soon as someone explains to me what's going on. And stop clenching your jaws. It's bad for your teeth."
 
   He didn't unclench his teeth, but spoke through them instead. "All I know is the First Commander is going to put my ass in the trash if I don't get you back fast and in one piece." He gave Tor a chin lift. "She must be talking to you because I don't know a fart from a fan dancer about your shit. So start talking before I regret not killing you in the first place."
 
   Tor spread his hands. "I don't know what you want me to say. Yes, I was on board the Romer II. Yes, I was giving the lady the once over. Why wouldn't I?" He blew out his breath when he saw the disbelieving looks he was getting for his efforts.
 
   "Fine. I'm a simple businessman, a trader. I move cargo from one place to another. I specialize in getting that cargo to places where other traders won't go. My only rule is that I know what I'm carrying. I'll carry anything anywhere, but I have to know the risk involved. If the risk is too high, the deal is off."
 
   "Do you carry people?" Wynne asked cautiously. She wanted him to say no, never. People aren't merchandise.
 
   "The Sky Hawk isn't a passenger vessel, but yes, I occasionally take on passengers if they're headed in the same direction as my cargo. And yes," he paused to give her a significant look, "Once in a while, I'll carry a Bride. It's cheaper to ship them with a load of goods than to hire a private passenger carrier." He shrugged. "Mostly they're a pain in the ass with all the weeping and whining. Not worth the fee to ship them, but it's good for trade. Bring a man his Bride and you've got his business for life."
 
   "Did you ever think that maybe there'd be a lot less weeping and wailing if those poor women weren't shipped against their will?" Wynne asked, outraged on behalf of those unknown Brides.
 
   "Who said anything about it being against their will? They signed up with the bride broker. They made the agreement. They board my ship of their own free will. It's not my fault they all get weak knees when the deal is done. By the time they get where they're going, it's all over, but in the meantime, I'm the one who has to listen to them wail and my crew whine about the wailing."
 
   "Then what about the Brides on the Romer II?" she asked. "They didn't go willingly."
 
   "That wasn't my doing," he said as if he was tired of hearing it. "Orax came to me with a deal to ship a dozen brides. I told him there was no way I'd ship that many. Like I said, the Sky Hawk's not a passenger vessel and shipping Brides is a pain in the ass."
 
   Wynne cocked her head to the side. Chin tucked into her neck, she frowned. She didn't say a word. She didn't have to. Her look said it all. Tor threw up his hands.
 
   "All right, I admit it. When he upped his price per head, he caught my interest." Her frown deepened. "Hey, do you know how much it costs to keep a cargo ship in the air? I've got a crew to feed, and I pay them a damn sight more than they're worth. I have docking fees, fuel, maintenance..." he listed, but saw she wasn't buying it. "I backed off when he wouldn't tell me when and where they were to be picked up or delivered."
 
   Wynne nodded, mollified. At least the man had some sort of moral code. "You knew it was illegal," she concluded.
 
   She wasn't sure why she should feel so relieved at this evidence of conscience, but the tenseness between her shoulder blades finally gave way. To hide her relief, she rummaged through the small pile of supplies to find the pouch of protein cakes.
 
   And then he had to go and spoil it by looking at her like she was a kid who didn't understand the facts of life.
 
   "Illegal's never been a problem, Princess, but I won't put my ship or crew out there on any plan that isn't mine." He waited until her frown was back again and fully formed. "And I draw the line at sentient trafficking."
 
   "So you were on the Romer to stop them," she said to lead him in the direction she wanted him to go. For some reason she didn't understand, she needed him to be one of the good guys. He disappointed her again.
 
   "Sorry, Princess, but I'm no hero. I don't give a damn about those Brides. I was on the Romer to get my ship back, maybe find my crew, and get a little payback while I was at it."
 
   Wynne knew he didn't give a damn about the meat, either, but he poked, prodded, and turned the charring sticks, letting the juices flow from top to bottom before putting them back over the fire. A world class chef supervising the cooking of some exotic delicacy couldn't have shown more care and concentration. It was a delaying tactic and she knew it.
 
   She patiently waited it out, never taking her eyes from the squatting figure. It wasn't hard. Stooped low as he was his pants tightened across a pair of very healthy looking thighs. She could almost see the bulging outline of the muscles beneath. No softness there, nor in his backside either. Not too big and not too small, the butt resting on his heals was perfectly tight and perfectly rounded. She wished her sister was here to see it so they could share a good giggle later over a cup of tea.
 
   From the corner of her eye, she caught Mohawk watching her with a sly and lopsided grin. She blushed.
 
   "Good to see you ain't dead," he said in English.
 
   "Aren't," she corrected automatically.
 
   "What?" Tor turned from the fire.
 
   "Ain't is an improper contraction used for am not or are not," she explained. "Mohawk picked it up from the kids."
 
   Tor's brow furrowed. "You've mentioned them before. What kind of goats are these?"
 
   Mohawk snorted and stuck out his tongue, another bad habit learned from the kids.
 
   "Guilty," Wynne laughed. "Kids is an improper word for children. We call it slang."
 
   He looked surprised. "You have children?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "No." Mohawk's answer fell on top of hers. "They're orphans found on the street. She and her sister took them in."
 
   Wynne didn't see the difference, but Mohawk's denial was so adamant, she thought it best not to argue.
 
   "No spouse, either," the old man added, cutting her off again. "Is that meat done?"
 
   She still wasn't sure what Mohawk's problem was, but sensed that it wasn't the time to question. His change in subject left an opening for her own.
 
   "You were telling us how you came to be on the Romer, Tor." She kept her voice neutral and smiled when he rolled his eyes and issued a defeated sigh.
 
   He handed a stick of meat to Mohawk after offering it first to her. She declined. He shrugged in resignation.
 
   "After I told Orax the deal was off, we clasped arms. No hard feelings. He'd let me know when he had something more to my liking. Next thing I know, I'm waking up in an alley outside Masholo Spaceport and my ship and crew are gone. I've spent the last two cycles and my last credit tracking them down."
 
   A cycle was about ten days on Earth. He'd spent three weeks searching.
 
   "What did the police say?" she asked. "You reported it, right?"
 
   "They're called GC Peacekeepers, Wynne," Mohawk corrected.
 
   "And it's not like I have many friends among the ranks," Tor added.
 
   "Because you're a smuggler," Wynne made her point.
 
   Tor didn't deny it. "It does have its drawbacks." He stood and began to pace. "I caught a whiff of rumor about Orax asking questions about the Romer II. Nobody knew what it was about, but it came up just often enough that I thought it might be true."
 
   "So you bought a ticket based on a rumor." Wynne didn't believe it. She knew how much their tickets cost. It was fortunate her soon to be brother-in-law was not only wealthy, but generous. Space travel was not cheap.
 
   "Hell no. I told you I'd spent my last credit. I wagered my timepiece against a guy's uniform in a round of Sus Stones."
 
   At last, something Wynne recognized. Played with six-sided dice, Sus Stones was a game similar to Craps. She'd watched soldiers play it, but hadn't yet figured out the rules. A grinning Mohawk spoke before she could.
 
   "Steward? Midshipman?"
 
   "Eggs."
 
   "Eggs?" she and Mohawk asked together.
 
   "Yep," Tor said, looking very cocky and proud of himself. "Reed is the last large spaceport before reaching Dendor where the sleeper ships orbit. You pay that much for the journey, you expect fresh food, yeah?" He nodded in answer to his own question. "The guy bragged about the money he and his brother were making supplying eggs to the passenger vessels. I wagered my timepiece against his uniform."
 
   "You wagered everything on a roll of the dice, um, stones."
 
   "What did I have to lose?"
 
   Hands on hips, Wynne nodded at his empty wrist. "Your watch, apparently."
 
   Instead of answering, he turned to Mohawk. "This is your fault. Before you got here, she was sweet, almost fun."
 
   Wow. Really? He thought she was sweet, almost fun? Wait a minute. Almost?
 
   "Almost?" she asked aloud. "Would I get an upgrade if I'd said yes?"
 
   His back to Mohawk, Tor winked at her. "Remains to be seen, doesn't it?"
 
   "Lots of people think she's sweet," Mohawk mumbled around another piece of meat he'd taken from his stick. "Don't let her fool you. Kill you with kindness. You think that's another of their silly sayings until you get to know her. Patience is a virtue is another one, only with her it's not a virtue. It's a weapon. She wears you down with it and before you know it, you find yourself opening a window before you fart."
 
   "I'm very proud of that accomplishment, Mohawk, and I thank God you finally learned," Wynne said primly. "And so does everyone else in the room." She took a seat, folding her legs beneath her and her hands in her lap. "But we aren't discussing my virtues or lack thereof, we're discussing Tor's." She smiled up at him expectantly. "Your timepiece?"
 
   "See what I mean?" Mohawk took another bite from the stick.
 
   "That's what I paid to ride along with the delivery. I helped him unload and then disappeared."
 
   "You stowed away, hid out on the ship."
 
   He nodded, completely missing the censure. "It's not hard on a ship that big. I found the laundry and changed clothes two or three times a day."
 
   "Why?" Wynne started to ask, but then raised her finger to prevent his answer. "Let me guess. In case someone missed what you were wearing. It would turn up later. On a ship that size, it wouldn't be unusual to misplace an item now and then. No one would question it."
 
   "She's pretty good," Tor said to Mohawk.
 
   "She could be," Mohawk muttered.
 
   "And what you're wearing now?" she asked quickly before Mohawk went off on another tangent about her reclusive life. She wasn't the only dog that wouldn't let go of a bone.
 
   "I told you, I've done business with them before." He looked up at the sky fully lit by the orange sun. "And I have more business with them today, so if you're through with your interrogation, Princess, we have a long walk ahead of us and with any luck we'll get you out of here tonight."
 
   She wasn't finished, but he was right. They needed to move.
 
   "Just one more thing," she said as she began to gather the things Tor had emptied from his shirt the night before. "You programmed those pods to land here, didn't you?"
 
   "I did," he admitted. "Without direction, the pods will seek the nearest landform that will support life. That doesn't mean there will be a way off that landform. I knew this place was close and I knew we'd find a way off."
 
   "You knew those people would be here, too."
 
   "Sooner or later." He shrugged.
 
   "You thought you'd kill two birds with one stone."
 
   "Catch a snake at both ends," he confirmed.
 
   "What is this place?"
 
   "Just what I said it was, a failed experiment. Its official name is TF295684."
 
   "And unofficial?"
 
   "The Devil's Den."
 
   "A fitting name if there ever was one."
 
   Tor's shirt became a pack again. Mohawk trotted over to the trees and retrieved what was left of the furry gator's tail.
 
   "Will we be there before nightfall?" Wynne asked Tor.
 
   "Hopefully long before."
 
   She pointed at Mohawk's prize. "You're not bringing that. We have more than enough food for the day and I'm not breathing that stench if I don't have to."
 
   "It's not stench, it's camouflage. Let me see your knife." Tor tossed it to him. Mohawk weighed it in his palm, flipped it in the air, and caught it awkwardly by the hilt. "Piece of shit," he muttered and stabbed the blade into the pointed end of the tail. "You should have a better weapon."
 
   "His heart makes up for his manners," Wynne apologized from behind the hand holding her nose. "Can you make him get rid of it?"
 
   "I'm better with weapons that have a trigger," Tor told the old soldier. "How's that going to hide anything?"
 
   Mohawk had carved a handle into the thick hide. "You don't think I was carrying this thing for the exercise, do you?"
 
   "I thought it was for lunch." Wynne grinned at Tor.
 
   "That too," the old man snarled. "But after I killed it, other things left me alone, even Big Mama. She stayed with me until we met the maggots, but she didn't go for me, and she wanted to. I could tell. I saw some other nasty bastards on the way up here, none as big as these fuckers, but they all kept their distance except the snake that stopped by while I was having supper. They grow those suckers big around here, too."
 
   Wynne stepped closer to Tor. "Did you kill it?"
 
   Mohawk snickered. "You wrap your mouth around my leg, you better be a good looking woman, and the leg better be the one without the foot. She looked a bit surprised when she bit and I didn't say ow."
 
   Mohawk had a synthetic leg that functioned exactly like a real one. Age and the injury had forced his retirement from the military.
 
   She laughed. "Okay, I get it and I'm glad it's dead. Can we go now? Are you ready?" She started to walk away having no idea where she was going except uphill.
 
   "I'm always ready."
 
   Tors facial expression must have given the innocent sounding remark a second meaning because Mohawk snickered.
 
   "You're both pigs," she called over her shoulder.
 
   "Was that an insult?" Tor asked Mohawk.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   The sleeping giant wasn't a mountain, but the climb was steep. The pace Tor set wasn't as fast as the day before and he stopped regularly for short breaks. It wasn't long before they were on the downward slope. This side of the island looked more tropical. There were fewer trees though those few had trunks too large to wrap her arms around and secondary trunks supported the weight of their massive limbs. The undergrowth was large leaved and lush looking and more closely packed, though not so dense that their passage was hindered.
 
   Far below them, sun glinted off the metallic dome that was their destination. The structure was huge. What once had probably been a clearing surrounding the dome was overgrown with tall grasses and low shrubs. Encircling it all was a dense wall of green.
 
   "There's a real wall beneath it," Tor explained when she asked. "Though sections of it are crumbling and the vines have taken over. The wall was built to keep the experiments out. It didn't work. There was a massacre. The Godan Scientific Mission abandoned the place and declared it off limits, which means no one ever checks on the place because everyone knows the Godan's word is law and no one would dare break it."
 
   "Do I detect a note of sarcasm there?" she asked innocently.
 
   "You detect a whole symphony. I was only here once. The brothers wanted me to know how clever and powerful they are. I doubt it's changed much. There are two more buildings beyond the dome, a dormitory and a laboratory. Honarie spends most of his time here. He rarely leaves the Devil's Den, and Orax thinks the outside operation is his." He glanced down at her. "It's not."
 
   "How do they keep the monsters out?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "The brothers," she said. "The scientists couldn't keep them out. How does Honarie?"
 
   "Maybe he's meaner than the monsters."
 
   At intervals along the way, Mohawk would hand her his furry burden and take off to scout the area. He reported once that he'd spotted four men, but they were moving in the opposite direction.
 
   "I will never complain about carting pots and pans again," Wynne swore as she took up the smelly carcass once again. Tor, who walked beside her, gave her a questioning look. She laughed. "Every time we moved, I ended up carrying all the awkward or breakable stuff."
 
   "Did you move often?"
 
   "Ten times in six years. Upward mobility." She laughed again before she explained. "The first two places were just cover from the rain. After that, each place was a little better, although looking back, better is relative, isn't it? A toilet that still flushed for a while, windows that were unbroken or at least boarded over, more room." This list went on and on, but she stopped it there. "My sister was always looking for something better and she usually found it. Our last place was the best because Mira was earning enough to pay the rent. The kids had more space."
 
   "Kids, not goats," he laughed. "I have to remember that. I almost asked if you raise them for milk or meat."
 
   "I don't know where the name came from."
 
   "We called our children pips, seeds," he clarified. "Did you always live like that? Moving from place to place?"
 
   "You make us sound like nomads. Before the Hahnshin came, I lived in the same house my father grew up in." She told him about the house, about the apple and plum tree in the backyard, and about the garage they used as a shed because it was too narrow to house a car. It felt good to talk about the way things were.
 
   She and Mira rarely talked about the days before the war. She supposed because it was a reminder of all they'd lost. It was as if their past didn't exist, except for Nona Donazetto, the grandmother whose presence had done so much to shape their lives. Nona died when Wynne was fifteen, and she missed her every day. It was long before the Hahnshin came and she often wondered what the woman would say about this new and alien universe.
 
   Her world was as big a mystery to Tor as his was to her. He listened and asked a lot of questions though he rarely looked at her. His eyes moved constantly in surveillance of their surroundings.
 
   "What about you?" she asked when the questions dwindled. "Where are you from?"
 
   "Nowhere."
 
   "Oh, come on, everyone's born somewhere."
 
   He shrugged. "A terraformed planetoid in the Zyrkian system. Our settlement was called Freedom Farm Cooperative."
 
   "Your folks were farmers?"
 
   "Everyone on the cooperative was a farmer, but everyone had other jobs, too. My father was a mechanic at the mill. My mother served as a midwife. In between field work and jobs, they raised fowl for trade, eggs mostly. That's how I met the eggman at the Alehouse. No one else was interested in eggs.
 
   "Credits were scarce and they went for parts for the machinery at the plant. Most local trade was based on barter, my eggs for your vegetables, that kind of thing. My mother got paid in cloth. We never wanted for clothes." He smiled and his face became soft.
 
   "My father used to boast that she never lost a babe and since we had no healer or medical facilities, I guess he had a right to be proud. He did repair work for other householders in exchange for whatever we needed or for what he thought he could barter with someone else. He wasn't very good at it. We had a storm cellar that was stocked with things nobody wanted." He looked down at her and smiled. "I learned everything I know about trade from my father. He taught me what not to do."
 
   "When was the last time you visited?"
 
   "A long time ago. It's all gone now," he said.
 
   He said it matter-of-factly, but Wynne heard the underlying pain in his words. Without thinking, she slipped her hand into his.
 
   "How?" she asked softly, but was afraid she knew. She, too, had lost almost everything to the Hahnshin.
 
   Tor squeezed her hand once and then let it go. "The god cursed Godan."
 
   Wynne stopped in her tracks, tugging at his hand. "Aren't you Godan?"
 
   He nodded slowly. "My father used to say that you can choose your whiskey, but you can't choose your genes, and neither one should rule your destiny." He looked over his shoulder to make sure Mohawk wasn't near. "He hated the Godan military."
 
   "But weren't you in the military?"
 
   "Yes." He said the words so quietly it was almost as if he was talking to himself. "And he hated that, too."
 
   Mohawk appeared ahead of them, sprinting up the slope. "We've got company," he called. He glanced behind him, but didn't slow his pace. It always amazed Wynne that anyone could move that fast on such short and stocky legs. He carried two poles, branches stripped of bark and broken into dull points at the ends. He tossed one to Tor.
 
   "I counted five. Didn't hear 'em or smell 'em. They were just there." He turned back to face the way he'd come, spear held ready. "And they ain't furry."
 
   Tor caught Wynne's arm. "The tree," he shouted, but it was too late.
 
   The grotesque creatures charged in from different directions, a pack working together. These were not the same animals they'd seen before. Huge, and doglike in build, their thick, mottled hides were sparsely coated in wiry hair that reminded Wynne of elephants or rhinos. Their legs looked too short for the length of their bodies, their heads, too large and square. The only things they had in common with the furry gators were their massive jaws and long pointed teeth. They stopped about ten feet away.
 
   Tor took the remains of the carcass from Wynne's quaking hands and held it out toward the nearest of the beasts. The thing snarled, curled its head away from the stench, but only moved a step away. He did the same to another with the same result. He kept moving around the circle.
 
   Mohawk's theory only worked to a point. These monsters didn't like the smell, but weren't intimidated by it either. Their numbers worked to their advantage and they seemed to communicate with each other with low snarls and sharp yips. A new routine developed. When one moved back, another moved forward.
 
   "The eye. Aim for the eye." Mohawk's whispered reminder was followed by a growl as he bared his teeth at the creature before him. The creature whined, but the one to its right snarled, not at Mohawk, but at its cowardly pack mate. Encouraged, the coward drew back it lips, showing teeth that made a mockery of Mohawk's sharply pointed grimace.
 
   Wedged between the two men, and frozen in terror, Wynne felt Tor's body shift as he bent to retrieve his knife from his boot. He righted and the stinking chunk of meat slapped against her chest. She grabbed it, clutched it to her, and screamed when the first monster attacked.
 
   At the high pitched and earsplitting sound, the creature hesitated. Mohawk lunged, and the monster's scream joined Wynne's.
 
   The fight was on, but very little of it registered in Wynne's petrified brain. She was catatonic with fear and had no idea it was she who made the terrifying sound that echoed through the trees. Flesh, hide, and teeth became a swirling blur before her locked and open eyes. Something hit her and knocked her to the ground. The icy ropes of the panic that bound her shattered with her fall.
 
   She stumbled to her feet. Without conscious consent, her body chose flight over fight. She turned and ran... straight into the gaping maw of a beast that had circled around behind them.
 
   "No!"
 
   Teeth, teeth, stop the teeth. Her mind could go no further than that. Stop the teeth. She swung, and swung again.
 
   "No! No!"
 
   She kept swinging. Her arms moved up and down, up and down, over and over to the rhythm of her cries.
 
   "No! No! No!"
 
   She swung until her arms felt weighted with lead. The fear of those jaws and the power of her will were the only things that kept them rising and falling.
 
   Something captured her from behind and trapped her arms to her sides. She fought that, too. Strong arms lifted her off her feet, arms with hands. And a mouth. A mouth that wasn't ripping into her flesh and tearing her apart. A mouth that whispered warm and calming words against her ear.
 
   "Kushma, it's over. You're safe."
 
   His chest was heaving against her back. His heart was pounding in counterpoint to hers. As he held her, his lungs and heart slowed to a normal rhythm and her lungs and heart followed their insistent cadence. Tor. Tor. Tor.
 
   "That's it, Princess. It's over. We're safe."
 
   "Safe? She damned near killed me."
 
   At the sound of Mohawk's grumbled complaint, the world came back into focus. He was sitting on the ground a few feet away. His hand was at his cheek, fingers pressing along the bones under his eye and the hairline by his ear. He worked his jaw before he spoke again.
 
   "You're supposed to be the quiet one. Quiet my Hahnshin fartin' ass."
 
   At her feet lay one of the monsters. Its hide was spattered with blood. The broad snout was canted to the side at an impossible angle, mouth open and tongue lolling over the lethal looking teeth. In death, the creature's mouth looked deformed. The upper and lower jaw didn't match. One of Mohawk's spears protruded from the monster's eye.
 
   "You killed it," she said.
 
   "Hell yes, I killed it. Don't sound so disappointed. Somebody had to put the fucking thing out of its misery." He continued to check for damage to his face. "Next time though, I think I'll stand back and let you finish what you started."
 
   "Out of its misery? Mohawk, that thing wanted to eat us."
 
   "After you got finished with it, that thing wasn't eating shit unless it came through a straw." He worked his jaw again as if trying to test its function. Satisfied it was working properly, he added, "Thing has my sympathy."
 
   Still not comprehending, Wynne turned to Tor who'd released her once she was calm. He now stood a few feet away and he was grinning.
 
   "You hit Mohawk when he got in your way."
 
   "Never saw anything like it. You took that monster down with a hunk of meat. Near took me down with it." Mohawk started to rise.
 
   Wynne reached out to help and only then realized she was still holding the gator tail. The hide was torn and ragged chunks of flesh were missing. She dropped it as if had burst into flames.
 
   "I did?"
 
   "You did," Tor agreed. He nodded at the dead animal. "You swing a mean tail, Princess."
 
   "I, uh... it, uh...oh." Suddenly lightheaded, she began to sway. "I think I'd better sit down."
 
   Her legs folded and she sat with a bone jarring thump.
 
   Tor stooped down beside her. His hand supported her back. She would have toppled over without it.
 
   "Breathe slow, Kushma, slow and steady until the feeling goes away. You'll be fine," he assured her. "It's only the letdown that comes after battle. It can happen to the best of warriors. You fought like one, you know."
 
   Wynne nodded her head to show she understood, and then changed direction and shook her bowed head from side to side in shame. "No, I didn't. I ran."
 
   Mohawk snorted. "Two steps isn't far. I've seen some run miles their first time out."
 
   "There is no shame in that, Princess. You didn't faint," Tor added as if that was a consolation. "You did well, though next time we'll see you armed with more than a hunk of meat."
 
   "There better not be a next time." She looked around and counted three more dead dog-beasts. Suddenly alert, she whispered, "Where's the fifth?"
 
   "Ran." Tor stood and extended his hand. "Which is what we need to do. Someone had to hear your screams."
 
   "I screamed?"
 
   "Thought you were singing that opera shit your sister makes me listen to." Mohawk, who'd given up on rising when she collapsed, now tried again with an agonized groan. Hand at the small of his back, he arched and stretched. "This is what comes from riding a desk. I'm out of shape."
 
   Something about the dead animal attracted Tor's attention. He ran his hand over its shoulder, fingering it in much the same way as Mohawk inspected his face. He pulled the knife from his boot and began to cut.
 
   Wynne winced and looked away. "I'm not carrying another hunk of animal," she said, though this one might be better since it didn't reek like the gator.
 
   "This is how he protects the compound," Tor said. He held a metal disc about the size of a quarter in his hand. "These brutes were sent to hunt."
 
   "Trackers." Mohawk took the offered disc, wiped it on his trousers, and put it in his pocket. "Guess we better keep the pack moving."
 
   Tor cut the others out and, having no pockets, Wynne tucked hers in her bra.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Finding someone in this jungle would be next to impossible, but Tor was taking no chances. He moved them off the direct route they'd followed and led them on a zigzagging trek north to circle the overgrown compound.
 
   Mohawk trotted off to scout, but returned within minutes. He put his finger to his lips for silence and then held up three fingers. After pointing in the direction of the approaching danger, he pointed to himself and raised his hands in surrender.
 
   "No," Wynne silently mouthed and shook her head for emphasis.
 
   Tor raised his fist and nodded his assent. He handed Wynne his makeshift spear and the tail, and made a motion that clearly said, "Stay here."
 
   Wynne's head kept shaking. There was no way she was staying behind, alone with mad gators, wild dogs, giant leg eating snakes, or whatever else this godforsaken place had to offer. She'd take her chances with the two legged beasts. Tor's glare and pointing finger didn't change her mind.
 
   Mohawk gave them a short, impatient hiss and trotted away. Wynne followed. Tor captured her waist and set her behind him, but when she followed at his slower pace, he didn't try to stop her. When he held up his hand to signal a halt and stepped behind one of the broad leafed shrubs, she instantly obeyed. He pressed her shoulder until she squatted low enough to be completely hidden from view.
 
   "Praise the gods you worship." Mohawk sounded out of breath and much too loud. "I thought I was alone on this fucking fleapit."
 
   The answering laugh was malicious. "You are alone. We don't like intruders."
 
   Wynne wanted to rise up to see what was happening, but she stayed where she was.
 
   "Why are you here?" another voice cut in.
 
   "Why the hell do you think? The escape pod..."
 
   "Wouldn't bring you here unless it was programmed. Why are you here and where are the others?"
 
   "I'm here because the fucking escape pod brought me here. I didn't know the others. I followed them, and I'm the only one left. One pod didn't make it. The other...those dogs found her... fucking monsters."
 
   "The carnars? Yeah, they are. We only let them out to feed. We heard the screams." This was followed by a nasty snicker from one of the others to which the speaker responded, "Shut up, asshole," before returning to Mohawk "You think we're stupid? You think we're going to buy your story that three pods from the Romer II just happened to end up here? Yeah, fuckhole, you forget those pods were marked. We know who you came with and you're going to end up just like him. Call it in, Sog. Tell Honarie we've got the last of 'em."
 
   Sog did as told and relayed the message he received in reply. "Horny says don't bother to bring him in. We can take care of him here."
 
   "That wouldn't be wise," Tor's voice cut in.
 
   "'Bout time," Mohawk grumbled.
 
   There was a gurgling choke, followed by a thud, a grunt, and Mohawk's distinctive growl which turned into a shout.
 
   A pencil thin beam of red light streaked above Wynne's head and a bush several yards behind her cracked, sizzled, and burst into flame. She dove for the ground, but nothing more happened. The fight was over.
 
   "Princess, are you all right?"
 
   "No," she wanted to say. "I'm not all right. I'm stuck on an island where everything wants to kill me. My clothes are filthy and I stink to high heaven. I'm tired and frightened and I want to go home." She wanted to say it, but didn't.
 
   "I'm okay," she called back instead.
 
   Her voice shook, but there was nothing she could do about that. Her whole body was shaking. She pushed up from the ground and Tor was there to help her to her feet.
 
   "Are you sure?" he asked while he lifted her chin with his knuckle. His eyes sought her reassurance.
 
   She nodded slightly, but couldn't look away.
 
   "She's alive and they aren't," Mohawk said putting their situation in gruff perspective. "That makes her all right. Now quit romancing the girl and get over here and help."
 
   Wynne blinked and looked downward to break the hold Tor's eyes had on her own.
 
   "He was just being kind," she defended, though what she saw in his eyes was more than practical concern and what she felt looking into them was more than reassurance.
 
   Mohawk was squatting beside one of the bodies, going through the dead man's pockets. He already had a knife and one of the laser-like weapons tucked into his belt. He pulled out a disc similar to the ones they'd cut from the carnars and a thick, black square that Wynne knew was a credit tag. She'd had one in her purse, a gift from her sister to buy what she needed on her voyage. It was similar to the old pre-loaded credit cards on earth and used in the same way. With a grunt of satisfaction, the Perithian stuffed it in his own pocket.
 
   "Mohawk! You can't take his money."
 
   "Why not? He doesn't need it anymore and we will, once we're off this dung heap."
 
   He moved to the next body while Tor searched the one nearest them. This one was small and slightly built with a long, narrow face and a long, sharp nose that matched. He reminded her of the ferret.
 
   "Is that what you meant with the hand?" she asked as Tor patted down the body.
 
   "What hand?" He pulled a silver object the shape of a small bullet from the victim's ear, wiped it off on the man's shirt, and plugged it into his own ear.
 
   "The hand," she said impatiently. How could he forget such a gruesome thing? "Green, black fingernails, you used it to open the door on the Romer. You said the owner didn't need it anymore."
 
   "He didn't." Tor looked up at her and grinned before going back to work. He tapped his ear twice and nodded. "The other group is coming in. If we're lucky, we might be able to cut them off." He pocketed a credit tag as well and then began tugging off the man's knee high leather boots. He held one up, checked its size against her foot, and tossed it to her. "Try it on."
 
   "I'm not wearing a dead man's boots," she protested.
 
   "Why not? He doesn't need them anymore, and those dainty things you're wearing aren't good for anything but showing off your pretty ankles."
 
   Wynne smiled at both the compliment and her foolish refusal. New shoes were impossible to find back home and the low heeled pumps she wore were secondhand. It was likely that their previous owner was dead, too. And he was right, the pumps weren't meant for walking over rough ground and she'd already twisted her foot painfully several times.
 
   The boots' leather was soft and supple, and within minutes conformed to the shape of her ankles and calves. They were a little too long in the foot, but with the pointed toes, she needed the extra length. All in all, they were an excellent fit. She lifted her skirt to show them off.
 
   Tor nodded. "Grakin skin. It stretches or shrinks to the size of the wearer. They cost a fortune."
 
   "And your life if you try to smuggle a live one off the planet. Knew a guy who tried," Mohawk added with a shrug. "If you two are finished with the fashion foo-foo, we need to get moving. Toss those carnar trackers over here. We'll use the new ones. There's no point giving Horny a heads up that this crew's not moving."
 
   Tor led the way, though once they lost sight of the dome, Wynne had no idea how he knew which way to turn. The undergrowth became denser, the trees more closely packed. Every movement of brush, every rustle of leaves startled her and made her look cautiously for the cause. She carried the gator tail in front of her like a shield. The smell no longer bothered her.
 
   The men found this amusing.
 
   "You have a blazer," Tor said of the weapon she now carried in her pocket along with a small knife in its leather sheath. "Much more effective than rotting meat."
 
   "Says you." She clutched the thing to her as if he might try to take it away. She didn't care what they thought. With the exception of the carnars, she believed the smelly thing kept them safe.
 
   Mohawk directed their attention to a snake hanging indolent from a branch. Its pointy head and beady eyes lazily followed them as they detoured around it. The reptile didn't seem to care, but Wynne checked regularly behind them just to make sure.
 
   Tor used the time to instruct them in what to do once inside the dome that served as a landing and launching platform for smaller spacecraft.
 
   "There was an old Hopper in there when I was here, a three-seater, and easy to fly. Don't push it and it will get you where you want to go. Loading it in the chute will be the hard part," he told Mohawk. "If she's not cocked and energized, you'll have to use the sling to get her up."
 
   Mohawk nodded as if he knew what all that meant.
 
   Tor made them memorize the coordinates for Celos, the closest habitable place on the closer of two habitable planets in the solar system.
 
   "Once you're in orbit, the space station will contact you. Tell them you need a tow. They'll bring you in. You stay on the station. They won't like it, but you insist. Celos is not a place for Wynne."
 
   "And where will you be while all this is going on?" Wynne asked.
 
   "Taking care of business."
 
   She didn't like the looks that passed between the two men or when Mohawk nodded as if they'd come to some silent decision.
 
   "We'll keep your name out of it," the Perithian said solemnly.
 
   "Why? Tor saved us. Mohawk, you'll tell them that, won't you?"
 
   "He didn't save you, Wynne. He took you. They'll see everything he's done so far as saving his own neck and salvaging what he could. His ship's still out there and so are those women."
 
   "But it isn't true," she protested, but even as she said the words, she knew there was no proof. She had doubted him, too.
 
   Tor, in the lead of their small party, didn't look back. "Isn't it? It was my ship that docked with The Romer II, my man they'll find dead on the deck along with two of the Romer crew. He was dressed like the raiders. Everyone knows Digger is," he paused to quietly change tenses, "was the Sky Hawk's First Mate." The next pause was a beat longer. "And my friend."
 
   Wynne saw his back straighten as his lungs expanded with a breath much deeper than he needed to continue. He held it in for a moment before he went on. "My mark will be everywhere on that deck and the name of everyone who didn't make it off in time will be on my head."
 
   There was nothing more to say, no way to refute the evidence. They walked along in silence while Wynne thought of the two dead and bloodied crew members and the man who'd been shot in the back by a weapon like the one she now carried in her pocket.
 
   After what seemed like forever, they came to a wide path that had once been a road. Chunks of pavement showed through the covering of vines and low growing plants. Here and there, small trees pushed their way up to the sun. At the sound of voices, Tor raised his hand to signal they should stop and take cover in the undergrowth.
 
   The speakers were making no effort to keep their voices low. They were too far away to understand the words, but by the sound of the laughter, they were getting ready to party.
 
   With another motion to follow, Tor broke into a fast jog until they'd put some extra distance between them and their followers. When they stopped, they could see the vine covered walls through the heavy growth of trees.
 
   "You take the other side of the road," Tor whispered to Mohawk. "We'll catch them in a crossfire."
 
   "Wait," Wynne hissed. She caught Mohawk's arm as he began to move. "How do we get into the compound?"
 
   "Over the wall," Mohawk told her. "It should be easy enough to climb."
 
   Tor shook his head. "There's a gate."
 
   "What kind?" Wynne asked. The question had been niggling in the back of her mind since Tor showed her the dome and the walled surround. "Manual or electric? Automatic I mean, you know, powered somehow," she corrected since she'd never heard the word 'electric' used by anyone other than humans.
 
   Tor didn't answer. His gaze had moved beyond her. He was thinking.
 
   "What keeps the monsters out? What keeps Honarie safe from another massacre?" she pressed. "If we can climb over that wall, so can some of the monsters. Climb or slither through it. Something else is keeping them out. Does that something cover the gate too?"
 
   "The carnars," Mohawk suggested, thinking now, too. "They had tracking implants. They come from the compound."
 
   "So what protects the compound when they let them out to feed?" she asked. "And how do they call them back?"
 
   "There's only one left," Mohawk reasoned.
 
   "That we know of."
 
   "Force field," Tor interjected. "They have to have a force field set up. The Scientific Mission didn't have one, at least not in any of the..." He snapped his head to the side as if another thought had occurred to him, but then he went on. "The gossip I heard. They were studying rapid evolution and the predators evolved too fast. That's the rumor anyway. Honarie must have heard the same thing and taken precautions. They never mentioned it when I was there, but why would they?" He lifted his finger when Mohawk would have spoken. "If the force field is there, they'll have to shut it down to open the gate."
 
   "Here's the compound." He drew his plan in the dirt. "We wait across the road, here and here, until the gate is open and they start to enter. Then we hit them. Take out the four from the outside first. Once inside, you head here." His directions to Mohawk were short and concise. "The dome is your goal. There has to be a ship there. Honarie is too smart to let himself be stranded. Do you remember what to do?"
 
   Mohawk nodded.
 
   "And me?" Wynne wasn't about to be left behind. "What would you like me to do?"
 
   "I think we should save that for a more private moment, don't you?" Tor grinned at her. The corners of his eyes crinkled and they sparkled with the same devilish look she'd seen when they were trapped in the escape pod, the same devilish look that made her insides tingle.
 
   Mohawk snickered at her blush. "You'd think, looking the way she does, she'd know better than to ask."
 
   "Can you climb?"
 
   Since Tor's eyes were still dancing, she frowned at him. "This is no time for your nonsense."
 
   "I'm serious. Can you climb?"
 
   "Of course I can climb," she lied.
 
   He told her what he wanted and then Mohawk was running across the road. Tor watched him until he was sure the old man was safe and in position. Turning back to her, Wynne expected him to give her a nod and send her on her way.
 
   Instead, he slipped an arm around her waist, pulled her to him, and kissed her.
 
   It wasn't long, or sweet, or gently passionate. Tor's kiss was hard and demanding. He'd caught her open mouthed with surprise and his tongue lashed into hers.
 
   Bent back by the force of his body pressing over her own, her hands moved, one to his shoulder, the other to the back of his head. She clung to him, her whole body warmed with the feel of him. She tasted him as forcefully as he tasted her, both thrilled and frightened by the surge of feelings that came when his mouth crashed down on hers. This was more than a kiss. It drew something from her and left something in its place; something she knew would grow and bear fruit if given the chance.
 
   Wynne wanted that kiss to last. Forever, if possible. It couldn't, of course.
 
   Tor broke the kiss and stepped back. He held her by her shoulders and steadied her when she swayed. Lips damp and glistening from the kiss, he grinned down at her reaction, but it was his eyes that held her. There was no smug satisfaction in them. All she saw was longing and something akin to regret. He blinked and the look was gone.
 
   "I've wanted to do that since I first saw you sitting in the lounge all prim and proper, reading your damned book. You were a princess in servant's clothing, ignoring the world around you. You can't hide what you are, Wynne. You shouldn't have to, but you're wise keep it under cover as much as you can. Save it for the man who deserves you."
 
   "I'm not a..."
 
   "You are, and you taste as sweet as I dreamed you would," he insisted. "Some damned lucky Godan prince is in for a surprise. Make sure he knows your worth." He kissed her again, this time short and sweet, and much too quick. "Off you go now. Make sure the way is clear before you climb. Once you're in, go straight to the dome. Don't stop for anyone." He turned away.
 
   "Tor, wait..."
 
   "No time," he said, just as he had on the ship. "This is goodbye, Kushma. I wish you good fortune and many sons."
 
   And then he was running, his long strides taking him away, and Wynne felt as if he'd taken a piece of her away with him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Wynne swung the decrepit chunk of tail back and forth in a wind up to her underhanded throw. She wished she was strong enough to bring it in a full circle over her head, but she wasn't Mira. Her sister could pitch a softball hard enough and with such a deadly aim, it would leave a bruise that lasted for weeks. Wynne ought to know since she carried those bruises, because unlike the athletic Mira, Wynne couldn't catch, either.
 
   She released the meaty missile. More like a rocket launch, it sailed straight up into the air and then plummeted to the ground halfway between the wall and the edge of the trees where she stood.
 
   Across the years, she heard Mira's voice. "All it takes is practice." It was what she always said.
 
   "Easy for you to say," Wynne muttered to her phantom sister. "You weren't born with ten thumbs and two left feet." She darted out to retrieve her second failure to launch. "And I don't have time to practice,"
 
   The cleared space was no more than thirty feet. It felt like three hundred. Each time she ran to retrieve the dirt caked tail, she was sure a new pack of carnars would bound from the trees, or a voice would shout from an unseen lookout post above the wall.
 
   She was supposed to test the wall before she climbed, first to see if there was a protective shield between her and the wall, and secondly to see if the shield fell when the gate was opened and the fighting started.
 
   "And how am I supposed to know when that is." She couldn't hear a damn thing unless someone used a handloader, whatever the hell that was. "Oh well, third time's the charm."
 
   She had hopes that this one would make it, but by the look of its arc, it would fall short, too. It was only a few feet off the ground when tiny, jagged lightning bolts sparked from the meat along with a sharp pop like someone puncturing a fully inflated balloon with a pin. 
 
   Wynne's hair prickled and rose as a shimmering wave of energy spread out along the length of the wall. She jumped back, but not fast or far enough. Her whole body flinched with a thousand pinches of tingling pain. It dissipated almost instantly, leaving behind a bitter metallic taste in her mouth, and she was reminded of the time years ago when Mira made her touch a nine volt battery to her tongue. She rubbed the sensation away from her arms and then shook them. She stamped her feet. Everything was working as it should be. She was fine.
 
   The gator tail, however, was not. Smoke rose from its charred hide.
 
   She waited a few minutes before charging across to retrieve her test subject. She expected a response to the incident from inside the wall, a shout, or an alarm. Nothing happened, and she wondered if they were so used to animals being fried that they no longer paid attention.
 
   Soon after, she heard a call to open the gate and voices raised in alarm. Problem one was solved, but another took its place. If the force field remained, would it react to the cooked meat in the same way it did to the raw?
 
   There was no time for failed throws. Wynne ran halfway across the cleared space and tossed the meat two handed from between her legs like it was a basketball. It was an awkward throw and never would have scored the point, but it was good enough. Her ball of roasted meat hit the twenty foot backboard and bounced off without snap, crackle, or pop.
 
   She ran to the place where the lightning struck the tail. "Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for me," she sang and poked her hand through the invisible barrier, wincing in anticipation of the burn. Nothing happened.
 
   Wynne released the breath she'd been holding and started to climb. Her first slip occurred when she was two feet off the ground, her second at six.
 
   "Of course I can climb," she mimicked herself. "I can climb stairs with solid walls on both sides, but put me on stairs like you did on the ship or a rickety, rusty fire escape and I'm terrified. Now I'm stuck climbing a web of pencil thin vines, half of which aren't connected to anything but another pencil thin vine."
 
   She tested her next handhold before hoisting herself up. Unfortunately, there was no way to test her footholds and she found herself dangling by her hands, her feet scrambling to find another purchase that would hold her weight. She kept climbing and scrambling without any idea of how far she'd come. Looking up would require her to lean back. She couldn't trust the vines. Looking down brought on a wave of dizziness that left her frozen to the spot. She hated heights. Hated them. She closed her eyes and kept climbing, moving sideways as much as upward.
 
   "Of course I can climb," she mimicked again. Why, oh why, had she lied?
 
   "Because you don't want Tor seeing you as weak and afraid even if you are. Because he sees you as a princess. Not a saintly mother of five orphaned children, not a good natured and complacent housekeeper and cook, not Mira's little shadow sister, but a princess in disguise."
 
   Because he kissed her like he meant it and that kiss ignited something in her that she couldn't quite define.
 
   Because if she didn't get her ass over this damned wall, she might never see him again and she couldn't let that happen.
 
   Wynne kept climbing until she reached the top.
 
   Somehow, she'd gotten herself turned around. She thought she'd arrive nearer to the dome, but no, there were two long buildings to pass before she reached the dome.
 
   Shouts seemed to come from everywhere. From her position she could see very little and it was difficult to tell just how many there were. More than Tor thought, she was certain and that worried her. By his estimates, he and Mohawk were already outnumbered.
 
   There were fewer vines on this side of the wall, but at least when she fell it was in the right direction.
 
   As if triggered by the touch of her feet to the ground, a scream slashed through the compound as Wynne landed. All other cries and calls froze at the tortured sound.
 
   Wynne darted through the tall grass to the side of the windowless side of the building.
 
   The screaming stopped, but the silence continued. That Wynne was so frightened and attuned to that lack of sound was the only reason she heard the muttered curses at the far end of the building. She ran in the opposite direction and only after she'd rounded the corner of the building did she think it would have been wise to look before she leapt. Fortunately, no one was there.
 
   "I'm telling you, I saw something come over the wall, something big. It slithered over and fell to the ground."
 
   Wynne's heart stopped. The barrier was down. Had something followed her over the wall? Were there others loose in the compound?
 
   "There. Look at the grass. I told you."
 
   "Fuck. The barrier's still off. Look at the footprints, asshole. Those aren't beasts. It's more of them."
 
   Them, as in her. They thought she was reinforcements.
 
   "They're supposed to be dead," the first complained.
 
   "Horny said they were dead."
 
   "Horny said there were only three. Guess he doesn't know everything. There were at least four. Now there's more."
 
   "Fuck."
 
   "Yeah. You find this one. I'll go see why nobody turned the wall back on."
 
   There was more, but Wynne didn't stay to listen. Another scream rent the air. This time, the shouting didn't stop to listen. Something was coming over the wall and it wasn't reinforcements.
 
   This side of the building had windows though they were so dirty she couldn't see what was inside. There were no lights or sounds from within. Still, she ducked and ran beneath the ledges. She found a door about halfway down and hesitated only a moment before she opened it. Any hiding place was better than none.
 
   The door was heavy. Rusted hinges creaked as she pushed her way in. Closing it was not so easy. She pushed and shoved but the damn thing only inched its way back into position. That she'd entered the building would be obvious.
 
   Wynne stepped away and fumbled in her pocket for the blazer. She'd never shot someone before, didn't know if she could do it now.
 
   "Arm, aim, and activate," Tor had told her when he showed her how the weapon worked.
 
   "Easy as a whore's virtue," Mohawk had added.
 
   Tor tried to ease her mind. "It's a precaution. You won't have to use it. All the attention will be on us."
 
   Horny, or whatever his stupid name was, wasn't the only one who didn't know everything.
 
   Eyes still not adjusted to the dimness, she searched for the button that would arm the weapon. The creak of the opening door startled her and the blazer fell from her hand. Bending to retrieve it, she kicked it with her toe.
 
   A hand, dirty and scaled, reached out and grabbed the blazer. The weapon was suddenly pointed at Wynne.
 
   "Not me. Him!" she cried.
 
   "Down," a guttural voice ordered.
 
   Wynne couldn't tell if it was male or female. She immediately complied, but not quickly enough. For the second time that day, a red streak of light whizzed by her head, this time just missing her ear. There was a sigh of breath and the heavy thud of a body hitting the ground.
 
   "Get him inside and close the damn door."
 
   Two narrow and glowing circles of yellow surrounded by blackness stared out at her from the heavy mesh fencing of a cage door. Where Wynne stood was dark, but the interior of the cage was darker. She could barely make out the tall, thin figure of the person staring out at her. She couldn't tell if it was man or woman.
 
   "The door. The body."
 
   "Right. Right."
 
   Wynne moved to the body, most of which lay crumpled on his side. Only his feet kept the door from closing. She bent to lift him by the shoulders, to drag him out of the way, and froze. He was short, bow legged and stocky, a Tolkien dwarf with two tiny horns protruding from the top of his head.
 
   "No. Oh no. Mohawk, no."
 
   The body rolled to its back. He was Perithian, but it wasn't Mohawk. The dirty window offered enough light to see the brows were dark and bushy. She pulled his feet from the door.
 
   "Friend of yours?"
 
   Wynne heard the soft whir of the arming weapon.
 
   "No. No, thank God. For a moment I thought we'd killed the wrong man. Please don't shoot me. I come in peace." Holy Mother, where did that come from? "With Tor, I mean." This had to be a member of his crew. Surely Horny didn't keep his friends locked in a cage.
 
   The figure's snorted laugh was cut off by a cough. "Hear that, Truca? She comes in peace. Leave it to the Captain to bring a doxie to a gunfight."
 
   It took Wynne an extra second to remember what the word meant. "I am not his doxie," she said indignantly. "I'm his, his friend," she concluded lamely.
 
   "Yeah, that's what they all say until he leaves them standing on the dock. Go get the keys."
 
   "Who are you?" Wynne asked.
 
   "The bitch holding your weapon. Now go get the damn keys. They're at the far end by the other door."
 
   Her eyes had adjusted, but the building was still dark. It had to be the former lab. The room they were in ran the length of the building. Cages lined one wall, black holes fronted with sturdy wire. Some were large enough to hold a man, though she doubted someone as tall as Tor could stand erect. Some were stacked like boxes one on top of the other, all deep, and dark as caves. No wonder the animals bred in them turned crazed and vicious.
 
   A half a dozen doors opened off the other wall. The rest of the room was empty. At the far end was a door and three shadowed windows, the mirror image of the way she entered.
 
   "Don't mind Ish." The deep voice rolled over her skin like silk. "She gets testy when she hasn't eaten."
 
   "Shut your mouth, Posy, before I eat you," Ish, the woman with scaled skin and frightening eyes responded.
 
   "Like music on the wind," the deep voice chuckled. "I've been waiting for that offer since I saw you sink your claws into that barman. I knew you couldn't resist me, Ish. Truca? You are my witness."
 
   Whoever Truca was, he or she didn't answer.
 
   Wynne found the keys and opened Posy's door first. She wasn't sure what she expected, but it wasn't the giant who stooped through the door. There was no way the man could have stood upright in a cage meant for animals. He had to bend to take her hand and raise it to his lips in a gentlemanly kiss. His skin was as silky as his voice, his kiss a breath of air.
 
   "I owe you a debt," he whispered. His mouth spread into a heart stopping smile. Bright blue eyes shone out from a face so dark it was a shadow in the dimness of the room. "And I always pay my debts."
 
   He straightened to his full height and flexed his narrow shoulders. He tossed a long dark hank of hair behind him. It was stringy and as filthy as the robe. The man stank, and yet Wynne was infatuated by his charm.
 
   "If you two would hurry it up, I'd like to get out of this shithole sometime today," Ish called out and then muttered disgustedly, "And he wonders why I won't sleep with him."
 
   "My charms are nothing compared to yours, Kushma."
 
   "Kiss my ass."
 
   "I would if you would but allow it," Posy laughed. He took the keys from Wynne, but stopped at the cage next to Ish's. He unlocked it and tossed the keys to Wynne who went immediately to unlock the next door.
 
   "Truca? I'm coming in," Posy said gently.
 
   There was nothing in the cell that Wynne could see, but when Posy bent his body toward the darkened corner, Truca erupted in a fury of attacking legs and arms. Screaming unintelligible words of hatred and fear, the woman fought the much larger man with surprising strength. Undaunted and clearly attempting to do as little damage as possible, he managed to get her to the door before she broke away and turned on him, snarling like an animal. Hair, more filthy and matted than Posy's, covered her face and fell to her breasts, leaving only lips curled back from white and evenly set teeth. She was crouched low, but in the dim light offered by the windows, Wynne could see she was naked.
 
   And human.
 
   "Posy, leave her," Ish ordered. "We need to go before she brings the house down on us. Lock her up and we'll come back for her."
 
   When she escaped his grasp, Posy had stood back to reposition himself for his next attempt to corral the crazed woman. Wynne ducked under his wide spread arms and sank to her knees in front of the distraught creature.
 
   "Shh." The soft shushing sound was barely heard. She repeated it over and over. "Shhh, Wynne's here and you're safe." They were the same words she'd used so many times before when the nightmares of the horrors they'd witnessed visited one of the children. "Open your eyes now and see who's sitting here beside you. It's Wynne, only Wynne, and she'd never hurt you, never in a million bazillion years. There you go," she said when she saw the tension leave the woman's body. "See? It's only Wynne, and you know her." She lightened her voice with just a hint of humor. "She wouldn't hurt a fly."
 
   Behind her, Ish shuffled her feet in growing impatience. Wynne understood the unspoken urgency, but she would not see this young woman left behind and locked in a cage. Wynne knew who she was; the woman Mohawk's 'maggots' had laughed about.
 
   "Ish," she asked, keeping her voice in the same level tone, "Would you get us that shirt we found by the door? The one on the floor," she added.
 
   "Got it," Ish said and a minute later returned with the blood stained garment.
 
   Wynne took it from her and carefully moved closer. "Let's get you dressed, sweetheart."
 
   Like a doll, the woman allowed Wynne to slip the shirt over her head and lift her to her feet. Truca was small, not much bigger than Wynne, but she was packed with muscle. If she flew into a rage as she had with Posy, she would hurt Wynne and badly, but Truca made no attempt.
 
   "You can do this," she whispered when the woman hesitated at the door. "We can do this," she amended, "No matter how frightened we are."
 
   For the first time, Truca spoke. "I'm not afraid." It wasn't in English, but it also wasn't the time to question.
 
   Wynne wrapped her arm around the sagging shoulders and gave them an encouraging squeeze. "I think you're one of the bravest women I've ever met. You can do this."
 
   "Of course she can do this," Ish said. "She's one of ours."
 
   "She can and she will," Wynne agreed and then added firmly, "But for now, Truca is one of mine." She nodded at a smiling Posy. "My job is to take care of her. Your jobs are to get us to the dome. And be careful. The carnars are out."
 
   He saluted her with what looked like a human handgun. "I live to obey."
 
   Ish was already moving toward the door. "Then why don't you obey when I tell you to leave me alone?"
 
   "Ah, my dear Ish, one cannot disobey the heart."
 
   A wave of air hit them as Ish opened the door. The gale force wind hit them, driving them back, and the roar that accompanied it was deafening. Ish swore while Posy pushed past her into the doorway. He looked up.
 
   "Well that wasn't wise," he said. "The fool's overtaxing the engine." He grinned at Ish. "They'll have to stop at Celos for repairs."
 
   Ish swore again, but she was smiling, too.
 
   Wynne followed the sightline of their eyes. Far above them, impossibly high, a dark object soared through the sky like a meteor in reverse.
 
   Tor wouldn't leave without his crew, and Mohawk would not leave without her. She was supposed to meet him in the dome.
 
   "Hurry," she begged, "Please, please hurry. We have to get to the dome."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   "I hope that boyfriend of yours is a miracle worker, because that's what it's going to take to get that bucket of horse piss off the ground. Where the hell have you been?" Mohawk rolled to his knees and tried to pick himself up off the floor. His hand went to the back of his bloodied head.
 
   "You're hurt." Wynne left Truca propped against a wooden container and ran to him.
 
   "I'd better be. I let them get away. Two of 'em anyway." He pointed to a small, dilapidated looking vehicle that must be the Hopper. It had been mounted in what she assumed was the sling, but was now canted to the side. One small wing touched the ground. It was broken. A leg with a booted foot stuck out from beneath it.
 
   Overhead, a section of the dome was open to the sky.
 
   "It isn't your fault." She looked around for something to staunch the blood flowing from the wound. Posy handed her a cloth he swept from a nearby shelf. It was grease stained, but would have to do.
 
   "You always say that, but it always is," Mohawk complained. He tried to brush her hand away. "I'm too old for this shit."
 
   "Stop it." She slapped at his interfering hand and pressed the cloth to the wound. "Everyone's too old for this shit."
 
   There was a groan from beneath the Hopper. The booted foot twitched.
 
   Ish walked over to it and looked beneath. She raised the blazer. Arm. Aim. Activate.
 
   The twitching stopped.
 
   Wynne was the only one who flinched. "Was that necessary?"
 
   "Yeah, it was."
 
   "I think I'm in love," Mohawk said.
 
   "Stand in line, old man," Posy told him.
 
   "Fuck you both," Ish snarled.
 
   In the gloom of the lab, Wynne thought Posy's skin was dark brown as was the skin of many on Earth, or perhaps true black like the Katarin healer she knew. It was neither. Posy's skin was blue, so deep and dark it appeared black until the light hit him. With his bright blue eyes, it was a strange, but striking combination made more so by his killer smile which he now directed at Mohawk.
 
   "She makes an interesting offer, don't you think?"
 
   Mohawk returned the smile with his own sharp toothed grin. He'd found a kindred spirit.
 
   Ish took a step toward them. "Try it and I'll..."
 
   "Stop it," Wynne ordered. "Where's Tor?"
 
   "Last I saw, he was headed into the barracks. He's taking care of business."
 
   With Posy's aid she brought Mohawk to his feet. "Can you walk? We need to go find him. What about the carnars?"
 
   "What about them?"
 
   Wynne closed her eyes and prayed for patience. The blow to the old man's head had been a bad one. "They're loose. I heard the screams and they didn't come from animals."
 
   "Oh, that. The carnars are still in the pen. I fed them."
 
   Wynne looked at him in horror.
 
   "What? They were hungry." He limped toward the door. "It's called psychwar. Are you coming?"
 
   "And to think I let him have tea parties with Bitsy," she muttered to Truca as she slid her shoulder beneath the woman's arm.
 
   "He's a good man," Truca said quietly. "A sinner, but a good man."
 
   It sounded like something Wynne's grandmother would say, and she was surprised to hear it from the young alien girl. So though her stomach was knotted with concern for Tor, she decided to try to keep the conversation casual and light. Truca needed normal, or whatever served as normal in a place like this. Wynne nodded her agreement.
 
   "I know. It's unfortunate, isn't it? If he wasn't, I could hate him. I think my grandmother would like him, though."
 
   "The All Knowing teaches we should not hate. It is a duty."
 
   Another surprise. "All Knowing? Is that one of your gods?" There seemed to be a plethora of gods out there in the universe.
 
   "There is only one," Truca replied, "And I have failed in my duty to Him."
 
   Guilt. This was something Wynne could relate to.
 
   "Not according to Nona Donazetto," she assured the girl. "That's my grandmother, my father's mother. She was a wise woman and she would say that if He is the All Knowing, then He would understand. He would forgive."
 
   "Your grandmother was a follower, too?"
 
   Wynne smiled her reassurance. "Among His followers, Nona was first in line."
 
   "And she was a wise woman?"
 
   The way Truca asked, Wynne thought they might be talking about two different things, but the woman needed comfort, and so Wynne gave it. "Yes, a wise woman, a very wise woman." She shrugged and sighed. "Except when it came to wearing your skirts too high above your knees and kissing a boy on the first date."
 
   "She sounds like my Auntie Mock." The young woman smiled, then winced, and touched her lip where a cut had reopened.
 
   Truca was another surprise. She wasn't human. With her matted hair pulled away from her face and tucked behind her ears, the difference became obvious. Dark spots like over large freckles dotted her skin beginning at the pronounced widow's peak in the center of her forehead. They continued to either side along her hairline, the band becoming a bit wider by the lobes of her ears. Rather than detract from her appearance, they emphasized the heart shape of her face, the center of which was clear and pale. Her nose had fine ridges across the bridge. It was a pretty face, or would have been if not for the bruises and scabbed over cuts. One eye was swollen shut, but the other was clear and bright and as dark as Wynne's.
 
   They brightened further when Wynne asked what she did on the Sky Hawk.
 
   "I'm the mechanic, the almost licensed mechanic. I keep the old tub from falling apart. Tor was the only Captain who believed I could do the job." She gave a soft giggle and confided, "Auntie Mock thought he was handsome." Truca's voice faded away. "She liked him."
 
   Light and casual disappeared when they reached the dormitory. Wynne couldn't keep the pretense up. There was no sound from within and all her thoughts were on Tor.
 
   Posy and Ish kept their weapons drawn as they entered the building ahead of the others. Mohawk limped behind them. Wynne didn't realize she'd paused outside the door until she heard Ish speak.
 
   "Fair greetings, Captain. We were wondering when you'd show up."
 
   If Truca didn't need her support, Wynne would have run inside. In her relief, she might have leapt into his arms. It was a good thing she didn't, because Tor's reaction when he saw her wasn't relieved at all.
 
   "What the fuck is she still doing here?" he snarled at Mohawk.
 
   "And there she is, doxie on the dock," Ish snickered. "Some friend, eh?"
 
   "Bottle it, Ish." Tor snapped his head back to Mohawk. "I heard you leave."
 
   "Obviously, you didn't," Posy interjected. "It seems our friend here was outnumbered and overcome by superior forces. Two survived to escape, one of whom was Honarie I assume, since I don't see his body lying about."
 
   Three other bodies were, however. Two were alive and tied.
 
   "We were discussing his whereabouts." Tor tilted his head in the prisoner's direction.
 
   "I told you we didn't know anything," said a woman who looked very much like Ish. Her skin was a darker grey and the scaly texture more pronounced. She had the same yellow eyes, those hers had a slight and downward tilt at the corners. She was dressed in black and carried her arm in a sling.
 
   Ish nudged the woman disdainfully with her toe. "Then the loss is yours, sister."
 
   The woman's lip curled. "We're not sisters."
 
   Ish returned the look. "How fortunate for you. My father wouldn't tolerate something so weak and worthless. He would have strangled you before you could walk. Perhaps I can remedy what your father hadn't the courage to do."
 
   Wynne hoped that wasn't literal, but her short acquaintance with Ish made her doubt the likelihood.
 
   "I have a right to die with honor," the woman spit back.
 
   "You have no honor and therefore no right."
 
   Tor's anger was gone. He looked tired and defeated. "That's enough, Ish. We've all had enough."
 
   But apparently Ish hadn't. "Gisela won't talk, but that one will," she said of the tied and quivering mass of man that shared the floor.
 
   "He already did, and what he knows is worthless," Tor told her. "Get them out of here. Find a place to lock them up."
 
   "Come along, Ish my love. We know exactly what to do with them." Posy pushed Ish aside when she reached for the woman at her feet. "I'll escort the lady."
 
   Mohawk had taken a seat at one of the tables that still had four legs. His head was bent forward. His hand covered the wound. It was bleeding again.
 
   "Truca, I have to see to Mohawk's head," Wynne told the girl gently. "Let's find you a seat. I'll be right back."
 
   Since entering the building, Truca had reverted to silence. After her first terrified glance at the prisoners, she'd pulled her hair forward again and stared at the floor. Her hand on Wynne's bicep clenched in a death grip. Wynne had to peel her fingers off to escape it.
 
   "They're gone, Truca," she said, guessing rightly that it was the sight of the man on the floor that had sent the girl back into fear. "You'll never see him again. I promise you. They can't hurt you. Not now. I tell you what, why don't you come with me. Sit with Mohawk while I find something to dress his wound. There's no need to be frightened. He's a good man. You said so yourself."
 
   "I'll take care of her." Tor held out his hand. The girl flinched and shrank back. "Truca, it's me, Tor. You know me. I would never hurt you."
 
   The girl shrank back another step until she stood behind Wynne, her hand on Wynne's arm a death grip again. "You promised," she whispered.
 
   Her reaction was an about face from the girl who beamed when she'd spoken of him. It was so unexpected Wynne didn't know what to do or say. She wasn't the only one who was surprised.
 
   If Truca had struck him with a knife, Tor could not have looked more pained. His outstretched hand fell. He stepped away and nodded awkwardly. "Stay with Wynne. She'll take care of you."
 
   "Come on, then, Truca," Wynne said and hoped the girl didn't hear her hesitation or notice that she never took her eyes from Tor's retreating back. "You'll have to hold Mohawk's hand while I work on his head. He looks fierce, but it's an act. He's really a big baby. When I'm finished with him, we'll see if we can find ourselves a cleanser and clean clothes."
 
   Wynne took care of Mohawk. She took care of Truca. She found the cleanser; the waterless, but effective version of a shower. She rummaged through the rooms until she found clean clothes that almost fit. She cleansed the sheets on the beds and scoured the kitchen. She found strange foods, cooked, and served them.
 
   This was where Wynne was comfortable. This, she knew how to do. In an Italian family, food was comfort, and the kitchen was the heart of the home. When it came to cooking, making something out of nothing was her specialty.
 
   Posy thanked her graciously. Mohawk saluted her with his spoon. Tor offered her a nod of thanks, but she could tell his mind was elsewhere. Truca needed to be coaxed to eat, but eventually she cleaned her plate. Ish said nothing, but she came back for a second helping and then scrapped the pot of all that remained.
 
   Truca didn't speak at all, and when her head began to nod, it was Wynne who led her to the room nearest the communal living area to sleep.
 
   "Someone will hear if you cry out," Wynne told the girl. "This is the safest room in the place."
 
   She'd found clean shirts to use as nightwear and helped Truca into hers. As she had in the cleanser, Wynne covertly eyed the cuts and contusions that marred the young woman's body. Most were superficial and would heal much faster than the emotional wounds that came with them. Her anger seethed beneath her gentle smiles and comforting words.
 
   Truca was clean, fed, and tucked in for the night. She fell asleep holding Wynne's hand, but not before she asked a favor. A bond had formed between the two, perhaps by a grandmother and an old aunt who were as alien to the modern world as Truca and Wynne were to each other. Distance wasn't always measured in miles.
 
   "Would you pray for me?" Truca asked.
 
   There was no church left in which to pray in Wynne's small town. Their priest, like her parents, had perished in the bombing. It had been a long time since she had fallen to her knees in formal prayer. Oh, she prayed, but most of her prayers came in the form of begging or thanks for things that had nothing to do with the spirit. Please, God, let the children come home safe. Please, God, don't let Mira get herself killed. Please, God, keep my brother out of the local bar. Thank you, God, for this working shower. She hadn't thought much beyond that.
 
   "I'll pray with you," she offered, but Truca shook her head.
 
   "I can't. I hate. I can't forgive. I can't ask Him to help me when I know those things won't change. The All Knowing won't listen to false prayers."
 
   Wynne wasn't sure what she should say since she, too, hated the men who'd brutalized the girl, but what mattered was Truca's belief and not her own. She stroked the hair from the young woman's forehead in the same gesture she used when listening to the children's nighttime fears. "He'll listen, Truca. Maybe you should start by asking for His help in forgiving something smaller, someone you can find in your heart to forgive."
 
   "You mean Tor, don't you?"
 
   She did. She wasn't sure what sin he'd committed against this girl, but she knew it wasn't anywhere near what the others had done. Earlier Truca had smiled when she'd spoken of him, but Wynne wasn't about to break the bond she was beginning to build with the young woman in the bed by bringing that up now.
 
   "Do I?" she asked. "I think that's something you should discuss with the All Knowing, not me. I'll pray for you, Truca, but God is much better at the forgiveness thing than I am."
 
   When Truca closed her eyes, Wynne wasn't sure if she prayed or simply fell asleep. That, too, was between Truca and God. She did, however, send up her own short prayer as she closed the door on the sleeping girl.
 
   "Please help her, God. She's in such pain."
 
   "Where's Tor?" she asked when she entered the living quarters. Ish and Posy were playing cards at the table. Mohawk had arranged three hard wooden chairs into a bed to sprawl across. His curled fist served as a pillow.
 
   "That can't be comfortable, Mohawk, go to bed," she ordered. "We have real ones, you know, and I've cleansed the sheets."
 
   "What? And miss all the fun?"
 
   "There is no fun here. Where's Tor?"
 
   "No fun now, but there might be. Tor went for a walk. If you're going out, I'd better wait up."
 
   "I'm not twelve, Mohawk." He was carrying this guardian business a bit too far.
 
   "Neither is he," the old man muttered before settling back in place.
 
   "I'm not sure he wants to be found. In the mood he was in, I wouldn't want to meet him in the dark," Posy told her before he threw the last card down and cried triumphantly. "Ha! You owe me another hundred credits."
 
   "Fuck you," Ish told him, though she didn't sound angry.
 
   "That is my heart's desire," Posy said and then he laughed. "If I win enough, you'll have to pay up one way or another."
 
   Ish turned to Wynne and looked her up and down. Whatever the criteria of the woman's judgment, Wynne knew she didn't meet it. "He didn't look like he wanted your kind of company, doxie."
 
   Wynne thought about prayer again, though she was pretty sure God wouldn't call down a lightning strike on Ish's head, or sew the woman's mouth shut just because she asked Him to. She prayed for patience instead.
 
   "I wouldn't go out there," Ish warned. "Lots of scary things out there in the dark. You might have to shoot something."
 
   Mohawk explained. "She thinks you're a whadyacallit, a wuss. I told her it wasn't true."
 
   "Thank you, Mohawk," Wynne answered with exaggerated politeness. "I'm going out to look for Tor. If I scream, I trust you'll come and shoot whatever's chewing on my leg."
 
   "Because she won't have the nerve to shoot it herself," Ish sneered.
 
   It had been a long day. It had been a long several days. She was worn out and miserable and wearing a dead man's clothes. Wynne knew it was nothing compared to what Ish had suffered, but the woman seemed to forget that it was Wynne who brought her the blazer to shoot that man and Wynne who fetched the key to release her from the cage. It was something Wynne was beginning to regret.
 
   She'd prayed for patience, but God didn't answer.
 
   "You're right, Ish. I couldn't shoot that man. I've never done it before, but it's something I can learn. And when I do, you just might be the first to know."
 
   "And the cub becomes a bear." Posy laughed and began dealing the cards for another game.
 
   "Told you," Wynne heard Mohawk say as she went through the door. "It's the quiet ones you have to watch. When they boil over, there's bound to be hell to pay."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Wynne almost turned back. The myriad of stars overhead could not provide enough light to make her feel safe or comfortable in the Devil's Den. Full daylight couldn't do that. Ish was the only reason she kept walking. She wouldn't give the yellow eyed bitch any more ammunition.
 
   Every rustle of the tall grass blown by the breeze, every scurry or thump, real or imagined, had her hesitating. She forced herself to keep going. The barrier was up; the carnars were in their pen. That knowledge didn't prevent her from thinking about what other creatures may have snuck into the compound like she did.
 
   Fortunately, Tor hadn't strolled too far. She found him sitting on a block of stone the size of a small table. There were words carved into the side and an arrow pointing to the left. It was an elaborate signpost directing scientists who had to know exactly where everything was in this small compound. Wasteful government spending was apparently a universal truth, too.
 
   Tor didn't move, but there was no mistaking his profile. How a figure in such a relaxed pose could exude strength and masculinity, she wasn't sure, but Tor managed it. She knew what he looked like without a shirt. She'd felt the strength and form of his thighs and legs. Silhouetted as he was, it was easy to picture him naked. And what a picture it was.
 
   His knee was bent, one foot on the stone, one arm resting on the knee. The hand of that arm moved to his mouth and then away. A cloud of smoke billowed out, lighter than his form. It gave her the opening she needed, but before she could speak, he did.
 
   "Go away," he said as she approached.
 
   She ignored him. "I didn't know you smoked."
 
   "There's a lot you don't know, like how you shouldn't be here right now. Go away, Wynne." He didn't look at her, but took another drag.
 
   "Cigarettes are bad for you, you know."
 
   "Thank you for the information. I'll try to remember that if I ever come across one. Now go away."
 
   "What do you call that thing you're puffing on?"
 
   "A hoffsfri. I found it in Honarie's desk while I was searching. It isn't as good as strong spirits, but there's no headache in the morning."
 
   "We have that, too." Wynne audibly sniffed the air. "But ours smells different."
 
   He frowned, sighed, and asked as if it was a burden to do so, "And do you partake?"
 
   She laughed. "I've never partaken of anything more than a half bottle of beer." She nodded at the stub between his fingers. "That stuff and strong spirits, as you call it, cost money. We didn't have any." She lifted one shoulder at his skeptical look. "Okay, we had enough money before the invasion, but I was too chicken to try it."
 
   "Chicken?"
 
   "Scared, like barnyard fowl. My sister drank, smoked, and fooled around with boys. Mira did pretty much everything she was told not to do. She was the daring one."
 
   "And you?"
 
   "I was the one who watched her be daring." She laughed, remembering. "I was also the one who held her hair back while she puked up her guts in the backyard after drinking too much. Vomited," she added, thinking he would ask.
 
   His mouth twitched as if he wanted to smile, but the move was incomplete. "I got that one. No wonder you were hesitant to follow. Watching someone lose their stomach is not an encouraging endorsement for strong spirits."
 
   The corners of his mouth finally moved upward. It wasn't a playful grin, but a slow smile that told her his pensive mood was subsiding. She'd won the first round. He wouldn't send her away. She moved closer to his perch and he shifted to the side, giving her room to sit.
 
   "Were your sister's experiences smoking and fooling around with boys as disastrous as drink?" he asked.
 
   "Oh no, you misunderstand. My sister was successful in everything she did. A little thing like puking her guts out wouldn't hold Mira back. She was pretty and popular. She still is. I envied her. I still do."
 
   "And yet you chose not to follow in her footsteps."
 
   "I was the good one," Wynne started to repeat the familiar excuse, but stopped before the words left her mouth. Maybe it was the darkness, or the stillness of the night, or the quiet curiosity in his voice. Most likely it was only her exhaustion. Whatever the reason, she told him the truth.
 
   "I didn't choose not to follow. There wasn't any choosing to be done. I was fat, I was smart, and I was shy. None of those things are 'encouraging endorsements' for popularity in high school, particularly among high school boys."
 
   "School boys are fools," he agreed. There was no sympathy, which she didn't want, and no denial of the truth, which is what she'd always heard from her parents and sister.
 
   "You aren't fat." She was. Her mother just refused to see it.
 
   "Smart is a good thing." That was her father, and he was right, unless your classmates thought your answers made them look stupid. Wynne stopped raising her hand in class, but she couldn't stop teachers from calling on her or change her test scores.
 
   "Just put yourself out there. Show them what a great person you are." Mira never saw herself as special. She didn't understand that being able to 'put yourself out there' was a gift, or that her opinion of Wynne was colored by love. High school boys weren't interested in goodness or love. They were interested in tits and ass, and sex if they could get it.
 
   Tor continued to speak, "Particularly when it comes to girls. That was why I joined the military."
 
   "Because of girls?" Bringing her mind back from its wanderings, Wynne thought she might have missed something. She hadn't.
 
   "No, because of the lack of them. I didn't join for honor, or to fight for a cause, or to reject my parent's way of life, which is what my father thought it was. I didn't join to see the galaxy, or to find my destiny. Honor and glory were never high priorities for me. I joined to find the girls. When you live in a small community where most of the families are Godan, girls are in short supply. You know about that, right?"
 
   Because of a genetic fluke, the Godan only fathered sons and they had to search outside the race to find a spouse to produce them. Prospective mates were carefully screened for genetic and reproductive compatibility. Over time, the search became a business.
 
   "The Bride's Brigade, remember?"
 
   "Too well." He started to slip back into the mood she'd found him in.
 
   "So, how did that work out for you? Your search for girls." Wynne knew the answer. Ish had made it clear, but she didn't want him to slip away from her.
 
   "Ah." He nodded, returning his attention to her with a sardonic smile. "Not nearly as well as I'd hoped. The women came later, after I'd left the military. If I'd known that, I'd have left sooner. But you didn't come out here to discuss the foolish failings of boys and girls. What is it you want?"
 
   "To talk about Truca."
 
   Tor closed his eyes and slowly nodded his head. His shoulders slumped. "How bad?"
 
   "Very," she told him. There was no point in shading the truth. "You've seen her face. Her body is worse. There are heavy bruises on her thighs. She hasn't spoken of it yet, and the way those men talked, it sounded like she won that battle, but, nevertheless, she was brutally assaulted."
 
   "I have no doubt of it." He turned his head to look at her. "Why you?" he asked. "She doesn't know you."
 
   What he was really asking was why didn't Truca turn to Posy or Ish, and by extension, him.
 
   "I honestly don't know. Being a stranger might be part of it. Poor Posy is sympathetic, but he's a man. He doesn't know what to do or say, and when he touched her, let's just say her reaction wasn't welcoming. And Ish, well..."
 
   "Head up, shoulders back, find your knife, and slit the fucker's throat."
 
   In spite of the seriousness of the conversation, Wynne laughed. "That was my impression, too."
 
   "It isn't an impression. Ish is Osana. Their name is the same as their planet's. Only the Osana live there. Most races have a home planet, and some are more insulated than others, but once they join the Confederation, business brings outsiders into their towns and cities. No one visits Osana unless they absolutely have to. The planet is a wasteland. The environment is too harsh and so are the Osana people. They do business with the Confederation, but they see offworlders as soft and weak."
 
   "That explains a lot. Ish is definitely a product of her environment." She grinned.
 
   "You don't know the half of it," he said, but he wasn't smiling. "Only the strongest can survive there and they don't waste resources on the weak. They believe weakness breeds weakness, so when a man wants to mate, he's required to fight through her family to get to his intended with nothing but a knife."
 
   "Surely you don't mean..."
 
   "I do. The family is unarmed, but the fight is for real. If he makes it to her door, he passes the first test. He then has to fight the woman to stake his claim." He said this last slowly to be sure she understood. "From what I've heard, it can get pretty rough."
 
   She did. "Holy crapoli. And the women accept that?"
 
   He nodded. "They wouldn't have it any other way. No Osana woman wants a weakling for a husband. Even if she wants the marriage, she's going to fight until she's overpowered. Anything less would be dishonorable. Strength and honor are everything to the Osana."
 
   "Which is why she sees me as weak and worthless." Being understandable didn't make it feel any better.
 
   "Ish isn't completely heartless. She likes Truca, and she's proud of the way the girl fought." He sighed and ran his hand over his scalp. "Ish doesn't understand Truca's reaction to it."
 
   "My God, Tor, this isn't a marriage ritual. Can't she see what this would do to a girl?"
 
   "No, she can't. Ish would see it as an honorable loss in battle even if they succeeded in the rape. She wouldn't feel shame because there was no dishonor. She wouldn't see it as defeat. To Ish's way of thinking, Truca should be plotting her next battle, her revenge. That's what would make the girl strong." He shifted slightly to look at Wynne. "Ish does recognize other strengths but that takes time. Her priority is assessing anyone she perceives as a possible threat and treating them accordingly."
 
   There was a message in there somewhere, but Wynne didn't understand it.
 
   "Then she can stop assessing me. I'm not big enough or strong enough to be a threat to anyone."
 
   "That doesn't mean the threat isn't there," he said before moving on. "Truca hadn't spoken in days until she spoke to you," he said. "Posy said she wouldn't eat or drink. She didn't move. For a while, they weren't sure she was alive." His head sank to his chest again. "I should have prevented this. If I'd gotten here sooner, I could have."
 
   "My grandmother used to say that should have, would have, and could have are wasted words. I like my sister's version better. Shit happens and when it does, you only have two choices; sit in it and pretend it doesn't stink, or get a shovel and deal with it. Truca can't pretend this shit doesn't stink. If she does, she'll smell it for the rest of her life. But she's not strong enough yet to hold the shovel alone."
 
   "There's nothing I can do for her. She won't even look at me."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I'm the man I am, and my promises are worth no more to her than Honarie's."
 
   "That isn't true." She laid her hand on his shoulder. "If she believed that, she wouldn't feel so hurt. If you believed it, you wouldn't feel this badly about it."
 
   "So you're a mind reader now?"
 
   "I don't have to read your mind. I recognize the symptoms. Guilt is my middle name."
 
   "What does a woman like you have to feel guilty about? You don't drink, you don't smoke, and you don't fool around with boys."
 
   He raised one eyebrow, reminding her of Star Trek's Mr. Spock, though she never found Spock's gesture nearly so sexy.
 
   "We're talking about Truca," she told him, controlling her reaction and quietly closing the door on the subject of Wynne. "We're talking about the promise you made."
 
   "Is this what you call helping her hold the shovel?"
 
   "It is. Like you said, I don't know her or anything about her."
 
   The stony set to his jaw worked its way up into his face. Wynne thought he might refuse to tell her what she needed to know, but she was wrong. He was just looking for a place to start.
 
   "Your grandmother was wrong about should have, could have, and would have. They aren't wasted words, Wynne. They're words of responsibility and the responsibility for Truca is mine. I never should have taken her with me." She could almost taste the bitterness in his words.
 
   "Why did you?"
 
   "I got word of a load for transport, a good one, but only if I could get there first. I'd lost my mechanic and I needed one fast. That's not easy without a signing wage and as usual, my pocket was empty. I met up with a few other traders in an alehouse near the docks and asked if they knew anyone who'd be willing to take the wage at the payout instead of up front. They laughed about this tasty bit who would probably sign for free. She was looking for a berth, no license, but she knew her stuff. They were sending her ship to ship. Big joke. The pip was doing expensive repairs for a few credits as a way to show off her abilities. She never knew they were laughing at her. It didn't matter how good she was. She didn't have a hope of getting a berth."
 
   Wynne knew the Godan were overprotective when it came to women in a GCP, or Genetically Compatible Population. Mira complained of it often enough, but it was understandable. Wynne had seen no evidence of sex discrimination elsewhere.
 
   "Why, if she knew her stuff?" she asked.
 
   "She was unlicensed and underage and looked half of that. No Captain was going to hire a pip like Truca. She'll wince if you swear, cry if you shout. She'll blush and blubber as soon as some crew member forgets his pants on the way to the cleanser. She'll get lost at the first planetside port if the sex hawkers give her time to before they snatch her off the street. She's too damn trusting. You can't let her out of your sight. A pip like that is nothing but trouble, especially on a ship the size of ours."
 
   "Yet you hired her."
 
   He nodded. "No honor, remember? I told you, I needed a mechanic and I didn't have time to waste. One short trip, that's all it was supposed to be. That's all she wanted it to be. One fucking trip to finance the rest of her education." His head tilted back, but he wasn't looking at the sky. His eyes were closed.
 
   "Please tell me this wasn't her first trip."
 
   Behind the bruises, Truca had the face of a girl just reaching full womanhood, somewhere between seventeen and twenty. But Wynne knew nothing of the girl's race or aging process. For all she knew, Truca might look like the same at ninety.
 
   "It wasn't. She's been with me for three years."
 
   His head dropped down to look at Wynne. It was her turn to do the raised eyebrow thing.
 
   "So I guess she wasn't as much trouble as you thought." She wanted him to smile. He didn't.
 
   "She was. She is," he said as if the words hurt. "You see? Should have. Could have. Would have." Angry, he looked away. "I should have let her go." He emphasized each hated word. "I could have left her behind to finish her education instead of letting her do it remotely. She would have found some mealy mouthed prayer spitter at her worship house, and raised a dozen little prayer spitters just like him. She would have been happy. But no, I had to make a gods damned promise."
 
   "Why?" She sounded like a three-year-old. Why? Why? Why?
 
   "Truca's mother died when she was a baby. Her father was a ship's mechanic, but after his wife died, he gave it up to be with his little girl. They lived with his wife's aunt and he built a small business in a workshop behind the house. According to Mock, he was so afraid of losing the child as he had her mother that he kept her close. I got the impression Mock thought he kept her too close. He taught her everything he knew about intergalactic vessels. Ship's mechanics are worth a fortune, but not if they're planetbound. They had enough money to live on, but if Truca was to get a license..."
 
   He shrugged and in that shrug, Wynne saw the rest. The man had gone on one last flight.
 
   "He didn't come back, did he?"
 
   Tor shook his head.
 
   "How often does that happen? Not coming back, I mean." This was what Tor did for a living.
 
   "Not often, but it happens." He poked at the stars with his chin. "Out there, you're alone with your crew for cycles on end. It's not like travelling planetside where you constantly cross the paths of other travelers on the road. What is it your sister says? Shit happens? It happens out there, too, and when it happens on a small craft like the Sky Hawk, there's no pretending and you'd better shovel fast. And it's your mechanic who's doing most of the shoveling. Truca's come through for us more than once. But I didn't come through for her, did I?"
 
   "What was the promise, Tor?"
 
   "That I would care for her and give her a chance to grow up, that I would protect her from corruption and keep her safe." He slid from the stone and walked a few feet away, giving Wynne his back. "When we got back from that first trip, I took Truca home. Mock asked to speak privately. Turned out she was dying. I think she knew it when she signed for Truca to ship out with us, like maybe she was hoping she'd be gone before we got back. She said she knew the All Knowing would send someone she could trust. Trust?" He snorted a derisive laugh.
 
   "All I wanted was a cheap mechanic for a short run and to get the hell out of there. Mock never even met the rest of the crew. Posy and Ish are the presentable ones," he said in explanation. "Mock wanted a home for Truca and I didn't have the courage to look her in the eye and say no."
 
   "Thou shalt not question the will of God."
 
   He turned back to her. "What?"
 
   Wynne laughed at the look on his face, asking if she was crazy. "That's what Mock would have said if you'd asked. That or something close."
 
   "You knew Mock?"
 
   She laughed again at his incredulity. "Never met the woman, but I knew one just like her. Nona wouldn't have used those words, though. She'd just have stared you down and dared you to deny His will." She demonstrated the look, a mockery she and Mira had perfected over the years, and then laughed again when he smiled and shook his head at what he thought was her nonsense.
 
   "It's the religious equivalent of shit happens," she explained. "My grandmother knew that and I'll bet old Auntie Mock knew it, too. I'll bet something else, as well. Mock didn't see you as a perfect savior. She saw you as a good man with a shovel, and the fact that you're taking that promise so seriously proves that she was right."
 
   "Mock's gone. Truca's here, and it's Truca who expected me to keep my word."
 
   "She'll get over it," Wynne assured him, though she didn't tell him how she knew. "Right now, she needs someone to blame and I'm afraid that's you. It's tough to learn your idol isn't a superhero."
 
   "I was never her hero."
 
   Wynne laughed, not at his words, but because men could be so dense. "Of course you were, you big oaf. You meet all the criteria. You're big and broad shouldered and loaded with muscles. You're not half bad in the looks department. You captain a ship that soars through the heavens landing in exotic places that someone like Truca has dreamt of all her life. You rescued her from a life tied to a dozen kids and a mealy mouthed prayer spitter. You gave her a chance to prove what she was worth. You're a textbook superhero who made her dream come true."
 
   "It was Mock's dream, not Truca's, and I turned it into a nightmare." His voice vibrated with barely controlled emotion.
 
   Patience gone, Wynne slid from her stone perch and marched across the space between them. She slapped her hands against his chest, fingers splayed. She pushed, but moving Tor off his high horse was like moving a brick wall.
 
   "Stop it. Stop trying to twist this into something it isn't. If Mock wanted her niece to spend her life in whatever dinky burg you found her in, she would have called her priest. She would have seen to it the girl was placed with some god-fearing family who would have happily introduced her to Mr. Mealy Mouth. Mock, God rest her soul, saw what Truca wanted, what Truca was born with a gift to do. She did her best to see the girl got it. You didn't do this, so stop taking credit for it."
 
   "I left her," he snarled and tried to step away, but she clutched his shirt in her fists. He'd have to drag her with him. "I broke my own damn rule and left her alone. She wanted to come with me and I told her no. I didn't want to listen to her nattering. I wanted time to think. I told her I was just going out to the nearest alehouse to pick up a bottle. I'd be right back." He closed his eyes. It did nothing to hide his pain. "I promised her I'd be right back."
 
   "You didn't do this," Wynne insisted.
 
   "Damn it, will you listen to me. I knew Orax was up to something. I felt it. He was too fucking friendly when I told him the deal was off and still, I left her. Not one of my crew would have done that and not because I ordered it, but because she's one of them. She's like their little sister and they treat her like she's something special. She's everything I said she'd be on board the ship, maybe worse, and they think she's adorable, because she's everything they aren't. She's charming, and kind, and innocent. She brings something to their lives they've never had before. Goodness. For fuck's sake, the girl sings to the damn ship and pats it like a puppy. And they love it. When I betrayed Truca, I betrayed them, too, and all for a bottle of whiskey and a moment of peace."
 
   "You didn't do this." The hands that had fisted his shirt now moved to smooth the wrinkles away.
 
   His hands gripped her wrists, stopping the movement, but not pulling them away. "Truca's life is ruined and two good men have died because of this. Two more are still aboard the Skyhawk, doing what they're told because they think they're keeping Ish, Truca, and Posy alive. They aren't. Leaving anyone alive was never their plan, beginning with me in that alley."
 
   "How do you know that?"
 
   "Because that's how I would play it. Orax doesn't need a pilot, but Chubo is a Sky Hawk pilot. They need his voice and his face. Nix acts as our navigator. It isn't unusual for a navigator to fly co-pilot. Once the job is complete, there's no reason to keep them, just as there's no reason to keep the three they left here.
 
   "Within a cycle, word of the Sky Hawk's role in the Romer II disaster will be all over the galaxy. It won't be hard to find out I'm alive. Too many people have seen me. I and my crew will be wanted by every peacekeeper out there and every bounty hunter will have our pictures on their handhelds." He bowed his head. "My whole crew is paying for my mistake and I can't see a way out."
 
   Her apparent kidnapping wouldn't help his cause either. Neither would her word. Mohawk was right. What good was their word when the evidence said otherwise?
 
   Tor's world was crumbling. He was drowning in a sea of guilt and there was nothing she could say or do to ease his pain. Or was there?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Wynne lifted up on her toes and kissed him. She didn't think about it, she just did it. It was only a soft touch of lips. She wasn't tall enough to make it more, but it was enough to remind her of how much she'd enjoyed their last kiss.
 
   Tor didn't pull his head away, nor did he let go of her wrists. His lips met hers, softness for softness. Encouraged, she did it again with the hope that he'd take over since she didn't think climbing his body on the second kiss was acceptable behavior.
 
   Tor lifted her captured hands to his neck and left them there. His hands slid down her arms, over her shoulders and along her back, leaving a trail of pleasant warmth in their wake. He had to bend to do this and while she regretted the loss of his body's pressure against her breasts, his bending also deepened the kiss. Her breasts' loss was her tongue's gain.
 
   His hands slipped over the cheeks of her butt, another lovely feeling. His palms slid beneath, fingers tightened, and he lifted her to her toes and then to his waist. Apparently climbing his body was acceptable behavior.
 
   With her legs wrapped around him and her breasts pressed against his chest, Wynne thought the position was perfect. His mouth pulled at hers, his tongue played against her lips, not begging, but demanding she play along. Yes! The echo of that response quivered through her body, and she gave him all he asked.
 
   He never stopped kissing and neither did she, as he returned to the stone marker and sat with her straddling his lap. When his head shifted to the side, her mouth followed his until it dipped beneath her chin to send a delightful ripple of warmth along her neck.
 
   "Mmm, I like that," she murmured, remembering Mira's long ago advice.
 
   "It's not that hard, Wynne. You let yourself go and trust your body. It'll tell you what it likes and you should tell him. If you don't like it, say so. If he's a good lover, he'll listen. If he doesn't, dump his ass."
 
   Her hands gripped his shoulders and kneaded the muscles she found there while his mouth dipped lower to nibble along her collar bone. She liked that, too, but was beginning to think there would be very little she didn't like. She kissed his temple and ran her hands over the bristly hair on his head, at first as a show of appreciation and then because she liked the taste of him and the feel of his hair beneath her fingers.
 
   His finger slid inside the vee of her shirt and she felt the button slide through its hole. Another followed. Her body thrilled to the feel of his calloused fingers sliding along the soft swell of her breast. Her lungs filled with air on her silent gasp of pleasure.
 
   Tor chuckled. "Where's the contraption you use to bind your breasts."
 
   "Contraption?" She laughed. "Oh, you mean a bra, a brassier. It isn't meant to bind. It keeps things in place. Oh! That's nice," she said breathily as his finger reached her nipple.
 
   "Only nice?" His finger touched her again, circling the tightened flesh and toying with the hard little nub at the tip.
 
   "Very nice?"
 
   "I'll have to do better." He bent his head, nuzzling the shirt aside with his nose.
 
   Mohawk's disembodied voice rang out in the darkness. "Are you two finished out there? These chairs are getting hard."
 
   "Go to bed, Daddy. I'll be right in!" Wynne called back and then laughed at Tor's questioning look. "When Mira's dates brought her home, they'd park in front of our house and kiss good night. That kiss could last a long time. My father would lose patience and he'd stomp out onto the porch." She mimicked her much loved father's deep voice. "Enough already. Some of us have to work in the morning." She shrugged. "Mira would always yell back, 'Go to bed, Daddy. I'll be right in.' and then she'd go right back to kissing. She's older than me and I used to think someday that will be me. Some boy will be kissing me goodnight and my father will be calling out to me. It never happened. He died when I was nineteen." And no boy had ever kissed her goodnight while parked in a car in front of her house. 
 
   It had been a long time since she'd allowed herself to think about her parents. It was bittersweet to think of them now.
 
   "I miss my Dad. He was a good man."
 
   "I miss mine, too."
 
   The spell was broken. Tor pulled the sides of her shirt together and buttoned it up. "Mohawk's right. It's late and we need to get back. This isn't a good thing for either of us, Princess, and we both know it."
 
   "Speak for yourself. As far as I'm concerned, it's the best thing that's happened since we got here."
 
   "Then why didn't you take me up on my offer in the pod?"
 
   He didn't sound as if he was teasing, so she answered honestly.
 
   "That was fake. This was real."
 
   He glanced down at her. "You're still a princess," he said as if she needed a reminder.
 
   "No, I'm not," she argued, but then thought of her conversation with Truca and wise women. "Unless we're talking about two different things. Where I come from, a princess is the daughter of a king or queen or a very spoiled rich girl. What does it mean to you?"
 
   "A princess is the daughter of a noble house, acquired through marriage or adoption."
 
   Wynne laughed and waved her hand. "Well that takes care of that. I'm not married or adopted. My father was a bricklayer."
 
   "But your sister placed herself in the Bride Market and was accepted into a noble house. Having no house of your own, you now belong to them. That affiliation alone would bring you an excellent match on the Bride Market, too. You should..."
 
   She held up her hand. "Whoa there, hoss. Stop right there. Nobody arranged anything for my sister. Roark fell in love with her and she with him. That's the beginning, middle, and end to that story. No market, no broker, no nada." Wynne swept her hands across each other like an umpire calling the runner safe. "And you'd better hope no one on Mishra is trying to tell her any different, because you can believe me when I tell you that I'm the nice sister. Mira would go bananas." She shook her finger at him. "And don't go laughing at me. We don't belong to anyone, and you won't find me in any market unless it's the kind that comes with a shopping cart." She bobbed her head. "So there."
 
   "Bananas are fruit, though I don't know what they look like and I have no idea what a shopping cart could be."
 
   Tor was working very hard not to smile and if Wynne hadn't been working so hard to sound offended, she might have smiled back. She slid from his lap and took her previous place beside him.
 
   "How did you know all this anyway?" she asked. She didn't remember telling him.
 
   He shrugged. "Mohawk already told you. I was watching you. I was misled."
 
   "Hmph. You were eavesdropping. I didn't try to mislead anyone."
 
   "Really? You tried to tell me Mohawk was your Companion."
 
   "Because that's what he is," she insisted.
 
   His bark of laughter was loud enough to echo. "I'm sorry, Princess, but no one would believe that. No one would mistake you for a mordata cosma."
 
   She needed the translator for that one. "What in heaven's name is a death goddess? I've never killed anyone in my life. I'm harmless. I'm the kind that captures mice in my kitchen and lets them go."
 
   Tor continued to laugh. He held up his finger for her to wait while he searched for a word. "Little death goddess," he corrected. "A mordata cosma is a type of beyah popo."
 
   Her translator gave her 'sex toy', but she'd spent enough time with Mohawk to know the translation of beyah popo was both literal and wrong. Her cheeks flamed.
 
   "A prostitute? Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, I never said any such thing."
 
   He laughed harder at her shock. "She's much more than that. A Companion acts as guardian to a mordata cosma. He is the one who protects her from those who would steal what she offers for a fee. Her services are worth a lot of credits and she only serves those who can pay the price."
 
   "Companion," she huffed, red faced but unwilling to concede. "A person with whom one spends a lot of time or with whom one travels. By definition, Mohawk is my companion."
 
   "On your world perhaps, but I wouldn't mention it again around here."
 
   "Why not? Ish already called me your doxie."
 
   "Ish is testing you, assessing your purpose."
 
   "Ish can kiss my ass," she told him, emboldened by his laughter.
 
   Tor draped his arm over her shoulder. "So you have no house? No wish to enter the Bride Market?"
 
   "None whatsoever," she said. "I'm a free agent."
 
   "Then it's just as well I changed my mind," he murmured, though his blank stare clearly said he wasn't speaking to her.
 
   That didn't stop her from asking, "Changed your mind about what?"
 
   Tor blinked to bring his mind back from wherever it had wandered. He looked down at her and smiled.
 
   "About kissing you," he said.
 
   There was something that didn't feel right about that, but then his mouth covered hers again and that felt very right indeed.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Tor didn't ask to sleep with her, which was just as well. Wynne wasn't sure what she would have said. She wanted to. There was no doubt about that. He made her body sing in ways it never had before, not even in the fantasies she envisioned while lying in her solitary bed. He wanted her, too, if the delicious feeling bulge between his legs was any indication. He didn't hand her any of the awful and deceptive lines she'd heard Mira laughingly repeat over the years either, which was another point in his favor.
 
   It was ridiculous on such short acquaintance, but she trusted him. He liked her. When he laughed at something she said, the laughter was genuine. His smile danced in his eyes. She thought he trusted her, too, because of some of the things he said. Like Truca, maybe he found it easier to talk to a stranger than a friend. His interest was honest and flattering and if it moved on, it would be all about sex and nothing more. He never claimed otherwise and she appreciated that, as well.
 
   So no, her trepidation had nothing to do with trusting Tor. It had everything to do with trusting herself. Could she trust herself to not fall head over heels for the first guy who showed interest? Was she yearning for his bed because she longed to finally experience sex or because of the man she would share that experience with? Lacking earlier experience made it difficult to separate the feelings in her body from the feelings in her heart.
 
   She remembered a tee shirt from before the war. 'You've got to kiss a lot of frogs before you find your prince' it read. Mira had kissed her frogs, plenty of them, and she'd gone to bed with more than a few before she found Roark. Why shouldn't Wynne do the same? The answer was what it had always been.
 
   "I'm not my sister."
 
   When they finally returned it was to find the others whispering and debating who should enter Truca's room to offer comfort for her cries.
 
   "Oh, for heaven's sake, why didn't you call me?"
 
   "You'll only coddle her, feed her softness."
 
   "Didn't want to interrupt," Posy admitted with a sly grin for Wynne and an elbow in the ribs for Ish.
 
   "I did," Mohawk grumbled, though Wynne wasn't sure if he meant called or wanted to interrupt. Maybe both.
 
   Wynne shooed them away. "I'll take care of it. The rest of you may as well go to bed."
 
   "After we talk," Tor said.
 
   She thought he was speaking to her, and she was about to tell him she wasn't ready to 'talk', but he was addressing the others.
 
   "We need to figure out where to go from here. I know I dragged you into this shit, but I'm going to need your help to dig us out."
 
   "We've figured our way out before, Captain. We'll get through this, too."
 
   Ish agreed with Posy. "We already have a start. We have weapons."
 
   If the two were feeling betrayed by their Captain, they were certainly hiding it well.
 
   "Count me in," Mohawk told them.
 
   "Then let's get to it."
 
   Wynne heard no more, but it was enough to tell her that Tor's hopeless mood had changed.
 
   Truca never fully awakened from her nightmare, but her restlessness subsided when Wynne began to run her fingers lightly through the girl's hair.
 
   "This isn't the end," Wynne whispered, not knowing how much the girl heard in sleep, but hoping the subconscious message would get through. "You think so now because you're feeling weak and alone. You're neither of those things. Your friends love you and care about you. Tor cares about you. He shouldn't have left you alone, but he didn't do this to you. You'll get through this. Put one foot in front of the other and just keep going. You can do this."
 
   She kept whispering, varying the words, but not the message. Truca wasn't alone. She was strong. She would get through this.
 
   Wynne's aching knees woke her from the drowsy state she'd fallen into through the repetition. She arose, winced as her stiffened joints straightened, and left the girl sleeping peacefully.
 
   She couldn't have been out that long. The group was still gathered around the table making plans that didn't seem that far along.
 
   "Will it fly?" Tor sounded like he'd asked the question before and was still waiting for an answer.
 
   "Can it?" Posy shrugged. "I don't see why not as long as the structural repairs hold." He started to rise when he saw Wynne. "How is she?"
 
   "No, don't get up. I need to stand and stretch out the kinks. She seems to be sleeping peacefully enough. I left the door open a crack so I'd hear her if it starts again. Don't let me interrupt," she told the others.
 
   "You already have," Ish told her.
 
   "They're talking about repairing the hopper to get us off this rock, but they don't know what kind of shape the engines are in," Mohawk told her, "Or if the repairs will hold."
 
   "We need a mechanic." Ish let her glare travel from Posy to Tor.
 
   "You have one. Where's the problem?" Wynne asked the group in general.
 
   "I don't want Truca involved, Wynne. She's had enough," Tor told her. "We can manage this without her. Mohawk will get you and Truca to the space station. You'll be out of it and Truca will get the care she needs. You'll make it clear she had nothing to do with this. She had no choice."
 
   "And what will you three be doing?"
 
   "Waiting for you to turn us in. They'll send someone for us. We'll take whatever craft they arrive in."
 
   "Adding what? Resisting arrest and theft of a cop car to the charges already pending? Are you guys crazy?"
 
   "This is what's best, Wynne. The galaxy is a big place with plenty of places to hide. Once we're out of here, we can work on finding the Sky Hawk and the rest of the crew."
 
   "No."
 
   "It's already been decided." Tor was firm.
 
   She appealed to Mohawk. "You said you'd help them. You said you were in."
 
   He wouldn't look at her. "My job is to get you safely to Mishra."
 
   "So you're going to put me in a whatever-you-call-it that may or may not be flightworthy, piloted by a ground trooper who doesn't know how to fly. No. It's my life and death we're talking about and I say no."
 
   "You're talking. We're not. We're done," Ish sneered. "You aren't part of this crew."
 
   "But Truca is," Wynne lashed back. "And you're a hypocrite, Ish."
 
   The chair hit the floor as Ish leapt to her feet. "What did you call me?"
 
   "A fraud, a hypocrite. Would you like me to spell it?"
 
   "Ish." Tor stood between them, his hand out to the Osana female, his back to Wynne.
 
   "I told you she wasn't a coward," Mohawk confided to Posy.
 
   "Or she has a death wish," Posy muttered back.
 
   Wynne ignored them and leaned to the side to look under Tor's outstretched arm. She wanted to see the other woman's face.
 
   "You say I coddle her. You want her to be strong, to fight back, to seek revenge, but here you are voting to take that chance away. Who's feeding her weakness now?" She turned to the two men, one beaming with a sharp toothed grin, the other trying not to smile. "Stop it. This isn't a cat fight. Ish and I aren't going to roll around in the mud. This isn't about us. It's about Truca. She's not your innocent little sister anymore. That's gone and she's forever changed. What hasn't changed is that she's still a member of this crew. She's your mechanic and from what I hear, she's a damn good one. You need her. All I'm asking is that you give her a say. She's earned a vote. She deserves one.
 
   "If she decides to work on the hopper, then you'll work with her. If she decides to go to the space station to get medical attention, then I'll go with her. You want what's best for her. I know that, but if she goes, it should be by choice. She's lost everything. Your love is all she has left." She gave a last look at Ish. "She has to know that whatever she decides, you'll stand with her."
 
   Ish slowly nodded her head in reluctant acknowledgement.
 
   "I won't fly in a ship Posy's patched up. He thinks a roll of magnito tape can fix anything."
 
   Truca stood in the door to the hall. She looked so small and fragile wearing a man's shirt that was much too large. Bare feet aided to the waif-like look.
 
   "Thank the gods and all their acolytes," Posy shouted. "I've been making a list of all the ways I could make a mess of it so someone would stop me. I don't want to be responsible for the deaths of two beautiful women. My reputation is bad enough."
 
   He crossed the room and held out his hand to take hers and welcome her into the room. Truca flinched at the gesture and stepped back. She closed her eyes.
 
   "I'm sorry," she whispered, knowing her reaction wasn't normal. She'd hurt him. It was there in his eyes.
 
   The giant recovered quickly. "No. We'll have none of that. The fault is mine. I'll probably make the mistake again. I've missed your hugs. We'll get past it. We'll adjust, and someday when you're stronger we'll enjoy them again. You'll see, zinny miku, all will be well."
 
   "I can't be your pet anymore," she said. Her eyes were on Wynne.
 
   Posy was having none of it. "Wynne is wrong. Someday you will be old and grey and my beautiful blue will turn to ghastly ash, but you'll still be my zinny miku. What happened to you doesn't change that."
 
   "He's right, Truca, and I was wrong about that. I forgot some things don't change no matter how grown up we are. My father called me Winnie the Pooh until the day he died. It was his way of saying he loved me."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   They began work the next day. Wynne stayed out of the way. There were a few things she had no interest in. How things work was one of them. As far as she was concerned, the crew was speaking gibberish that wasn't included in her social translator.
 
   She spent her time preparing meals and searching rooms for credit chips Tor might have overlooked in his search for information and weapons. She found several under mattresses, taped to the bottom of drawers, and inside hollowed out knick-knacks that would be ignored by a casual observer. Honarie's crew didn't trust each other any more than Tor trusted their boss.
 
   She had no idea how much money she'd collected. She couldn't decipher the readouts on their faces. Stores in her hometown had only recently begun to accept the chips as legal tender. In one room, however, she hit the jackpot.
 
   She'd crawled under a bed to retrieve what in the dark looked like a box that turned out to be a balled up sock. It was a woman's room based on the clothing she found. As she was crawling out, cursing the woman's housekeeping skills, her elbow hit a board that squeaked and shifted with her weight. Beneath it she found a hoard of gold chains, jewel studded bracelets and rings, and gold pendants with embossed pictures on the front.
 
   Wynne carried one of the pendants to the window and tilted it toward the light. It looked like a stylized rendition of a man and a woman. She moved the pendant this way and that until their position became clear.
 
   "Holy crapoli." The thing bobbled in her hand and fell. She dove for it, caught it, and clenched it in her fist, then spread her fingers wide as if the couple depicted was real and what they were doing might contaminate her hand. Gingerly, she placed it on the windowsill and turned away, but not before she'd taken a second look.
 
   She picked up another. Like the first, the athletic couple was joined in a fascinatingly unique sexual position. She picked up another, and another, and after inspecting each, lined them up on the windowsill. Several were repeats, but most were one of a kind.
 
   "You'd have to be a contortionist to do that," she said of one. She brought it to her nose to see the details. Her sister had no problem sharing her sexual escapades, but she'd never mentioned anything like this.
 
   "Learn anything new?"
 
   Wynne screeched. The pendant went flying as she turned to Tor standing in the doorway.
 
   He snatched the ornament out of the air and turned it in his hand. "Well?"
 
   Wynne's hands were busy patting out the flames of embarrassment in her cheeks. "I found...They were...Hole...Bed." She finally caught her breath. "People don't really do that, do they?"
 
   Tor shrugged and hefted the gold in his hand. "You'll have to ask Ish." Her bugging eyes must have given away her astonishment. He laughed. "They're Osana marriage talismans. A girl is presented with her first on the day of her first menses. She keeps collecting until her marriage day."
 
   "No wonder the men are willing to fight her family."
 
   She hadn't meant it to be funny. He laughed anyway. He sifted through the jewelry, picked up one of the bracelets, inspected it, and shoved it in his pocket.
 
   "These must be Gisela's. Give them to Ish. She'll know what to do with them." He paused, thought for a moment, and then added, "She'll answer any questions you might have."
 
   Like she would ask Ish about anything. "Any questions I might have will remain unanswered."
 
   He nodded. "Good. The fewer expectations you have, the better I'll look." Tor turned and walked away, laughing at Wynne's open mouth.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   He had always liked quiet women, not quiet as in silent, but as the opposite of shrill and high strung. A quiet woman brought peace to a man's soul. Tor thought Wynne was such a woman. She had an easy acceptance of her situation and surroundings. She made people comfortable.
 
   On the ship, she never attended the after dinner parties. If she had, he might have had a chance to meet her without seeming too attentive. Every time he saw her, she was sitting quietly, back straight and ankles crossed, reading a book on a cheap looking handheld. He'd assumed it was part of her disguise.
 
   People stopped to talk to her, though she gave no indication that she wanted company other than offering a welcoming smile. Her home planet was new to the Confederation, so it was natural for others to be curious about the new addition called Earth. But why choose her over the other human women on the ship who were more gregarious and willing to socialize? At first he thought they were as aware of her ruse as he was. Rumor travelled quickly on luxury liners like the Romer II and a princess, no matter how she dressed, was an acquaintance worth making. After several days of observation, he realized it was more than that. It was the woman herself and it started with that smile.
 
   He liked to watch her talk with people. She looked them in the eye. She never even glanced or frowned at her handheld, though her visitors inevitably interrupted her reading. She smiled and nodded and they smiled back and no wonder. That smile made you feel it was just for you, and maybe it was. It made him feel good and he was watching from a distance and now that he'd seen it close up, he was sure of it. Her laughter was the same. There was no head-thrown-back with an open mouthed ha-ha-ha that showed off her back teeth. Wynne didn't care who else in the room noticed her enjoyment. She wasn't laughing to be noticed. She was laughing to share a joke with a friend.
 
   She was a pretty thing with her dark hair and eyes. She had a plump little backside that would draw attention from any man she passed, particularly now that she'd traded her ugly skirt for a pair of trousers that conformed to her curves. Her breasts were a pleasure to behold, soft and enticing. She tasted like a mixture of honey and wine, sweet and intoxicating. He wondered if all the women of Earth were like this one.
 
   When his original plan fell apart, a second plan had all but fallen into his arms; a princess in exchange for his ship. Then she'd cast her spell over him, just as she'd charmed those passengers on the ship. But there was more to her than a heart stopping smile.
 
   She didn't like being sheltered from the truth even when she didn't approve of it.
 
   "Why won't Ish let me feed the prisoners?" she'd asked him that morning. "She insists on feeding them herself."
 
   He'd raised his eyebrow, something women found either disconcerting or attractive. "You're complaining because she's saving you work?" 
 
   "We're talking Ish here. She'd make more work for me if she could, not less. She barely said thank you when I handed her the bag of porno-pendants. And it's not only Ish, it's Posy, too. He blocks my path with stupid questions when he thinks I'm headed in the direction of the lab. He should have better things to do."
 
   He watched her carefully. "Why ask me?"
 
   "Because you're the captain of this crew and you should know."
 
   "And you think I don't?"
 
   "No, I think you do, so why won't someone tell me. Did you think I wouldn't figure out that they're dead? What would it matter if I thought it was wrong?"
 
   "Was it? What would you have us do, Wynne? Give them their day before the courts? Which one of us would you like to surrender to the authorities so they can testify? Truca? Would you like to see her rot in a cell because she asked for justice? We can't take them with us and we can't leave them here. You saw Truca's face when she saw them. You know their guilt."
 
   "His guilt. Ish had it in for the woman as soon as she saw her."
 
   "Their guilt," he repeated. "You've seen the marks on Truca's wrists. Does she have them on her shoulders, too? Look at Ish's fingertips. All Osana have nails like that, sharp as claws only they don't scratch, they gouge."
 
   Wynne's face went white and her eyes closed. She'd seen those marks, but hadn't made the connection. "You have no honor and therefor no rights," she said thoughtfully. "Ish was talking about the rape, wasn't she? She doesn't see any shame in being raped, but that doesn't mean she accepts the rapist. The marriage thing sounds harsh, but she sees it as ritual, an assessment of power, not rape."
 
   Tor nodded slowly, pleased that she could see the difference. But her questions went on.
 
   "Why did Posy interfere on the woman's behalf then?" She raised her hand to forestall his answer. She did this often and he was beginning to suspect that asking questions aloud was her way of arranging her thoughts. Usually, an answer followed.
 
   "He interfered on Truca's behalf," Wynne said, and then nodded to approve the answer she'd given to her own question. Sometimes she disagreed with herself. It was funny to watch her make her two sided arguments though Tor tried not to show it. "Posy was afraid Ish would kill the woman in front of the girl," she went on, "or worse, hand the knife to Truca and expect her to do the killing." She nodded again. "Bingo," she said.
 
   "Bingo?"
 
   "I win," she said, which only left him more confused. "Everything lined up," she added, which explained exactly nothing. "I still don't like it, but I understand it." She tapped her head. "I'm going to file it under Frontier Justice. We saw a lot of that early in the war. I didn't like that either. Death is waiting for all of us. I've never seen the point in helping it along."
 
   Tor was glad he didn't tell her what Posy used to do for a living.
 
   He also needed to be sure she asked no questions about his plans for their escape. He had a feeling she wouldn't like those either, but it was the only way that he could see to save the others from his mistake.
 
   It was Wynne that did it. She'd pulled him away from the tangled mess that was in his head. She'd made him laugh and speak of things he never would with anyone else. She'd worked her magic and brought him peace, a peace that tasted like honey and wine.
 
   And like magic, the plan began to form.
 
   His plan was a sound one, Tor reasoned. The small space station was no longer an option for drop off. He had no way of knowing if they had been alerted about the Sky Hawk's role in the Romer II attack. He was known at the station and once there, he would have no way off if they decided to keep him. He had to go planetside where he could land and quickly be gone. He would fly Wynne, Mohawk, and Truca to Celos and land in the desert outside the city. Mohawk would take it from there. The wily old warrior could handle whatever problems the city presented.
 
   That wasn't the way he presented it to the others, however.
 
   "Posy, I need you to figure the fastest route to Celos, not the station, the planet."
 
   "You know a hopper isn't built for that, Cap. The best you're going to get is to program in an aimpoint and pilot it in from there."
 
   "I want to get at least one run in under cover of darkness and the other as close as possible. Celos is hot as fire once the sun is up, and I don't want the attention of bringing us in too close. We're going to have to walk. What's between here and there?"
 
   "A whole lot of nothing if their shitty charts are accurate. There's one small body, not habitable if that's any help."
 
   "Is it big enough to give me an assist?" If he looped around it, the gravitational pull would act as a slingshot.
 
   "I suppose so. I'll do the figures. Can she take it?"
 
   Truca didn't lift her head to look at either of them. "She'll take it. I can lighten her up some, but you'll have to wear suits."
 
   "See to it. How about fuel? We have to make three runs, there, back, and there again."
 
   "We're good," Ish told him. "They've got enough cores in there to supply a fleet. If the hopper can stand the weight, we should take a few with us. They'll go for a good price on Celos."
 
   "We'll need them for ourselves. Truca?"
 
   "How many?"
 
   "As many as she can carry."
 
   "I can take out a seat."
 
   "Take out two, and don't forget to strap the cores tight. I don't want one punching a hole in my head." 
 
   It was an old joke between them. Truca looked up, a small smile playing about her mouth and she looked like she might answer. Then the shutter fell over her face and she returned to watching a spot on the table. It wasn't much, but it gave Tor hope.
 
   "Wynne, Mohawk, and Truca will make the first run. I'll come back for you two on the second. Weapons come with you. Got that?"
 
   This time when the girl looked up it was with a look so painful it broke his heart. It made him wonder if she knew he was about to betray her again. She nodded.
 
   "I got it," she said.
 
   "We'll meet up in Southgate," he lied. "I'll give Mohawk the details. As soon as you're inside the gate buy something to cover the women, scarves, shawls, anything that can wrap their heads and cover their faces."
 
   Wynne waved her hand in the air. Tor had made contact with every face at the table except hers. He didn't want to look at her. He didn't want to lie to her face. In another time and place, he would have wanted more time to find out why she asked questions of herself aloud, to discover what made her both sweet and intoxicating. Why could she, with simple chatter of drunken sisters and fathers who stomped out on the porch, bring back memories of things he hadn't thought of in years, and think of dreams that died a long time ago? In another time and place...
 
   He closed his eyes. "What?"
 
   "I think they passed a law or something that says you can talk directly to me. I don't know anything about gravity and payloads and aimpoints, but I think I can handle a scarf buying assignment. Mohawk's taste is horrendous."
 
   "You would have to show your face to do the buying," he explained, still avoiding her eyes. "A human will attract attention and Celos isn't the kind of place where that kind of attention is good."
 
   "Oh, okay," she said lightly, "but just as a reminder, it would be helpful if you explained these things instead of letting me jump to the wrong conclusions."
 
   "Agreed." Once she was on Celos, it would no longer matter.
 
   He would share the second part of the plan with Ish and Posy when he found them alone. Posy was sure Honarie's ship would be in need of repair before he could take off for parts unknown. They would find the place and hopefully Honarie, or at least some information about where he was headed. From there, they would 'borrow' a ship that was big enough to keep them in space indefinitely, something the hopper couldn't do. If Honarie's didn't work out, he already had another in mind. At best, they'd be free to do what needed to be done. At worst? Well, what the hell, when you were wanted for piracy, murder, and kidnapping, what was a little theft? Once spaceborne, they'd be like a pin in a patch of clover, impossible to find, and it would buy them time to execute the rest of the plan. There was a lot to be done. He needed to start the rumors about Posy and Ish and where they had been when the Romer II was boarded. He needed to find a way to clear Nix and Chubo if they were still alive.
 
   Mohawk was a different matter. The old man wasn't happy.
 
   "Wynne's not going to like it, not about you or the girl. You heard what she said about Truca. The last thing that girl needs is to be abandoned by her family."
 
   "The last thing that girl needs is to spend her life in a prison or be left alone out there with no one to watch over her. Nothing says this plan will work. If it does, the crew will know where to find her. If it doesn't, she'll have Wynne. Truca isn't normal, Mohawk. She's like Wynne."
 
   The old soldier snorted, but Tor didn't mean it as a joke.
 
   "All right, how about special. She's smart. She sees and understands things others don't. She doesn't fight the shit life throws at her. She takes as it comes, and then she puts a smile on it. I told Wynne that Truca's like a little sister to the crew, but it's more than that. It's what she gives them. It's that smile when you walk into the room. It goes right through you and makes you feel like you're the most important person in the world."
 
   "You're talking about Truca, right?"
 
   "I was." And he wasn't, but how he felt about Wynne no longer mattered. "Of course I am. You haven't seen that in her, Mohawk, but that sweetness is still there. Wynne will help her find it again. Wynne will take her in like she did her other lost pips. You tell them Truca helped you escape. You tell them what happened to her. You use those connections with the First Commander. She's so young they'll see it your way and let her off."
 
   "I don't like it, but I'll do it." Mohawk offered his hand to clasp forearms with Tor. Such clasps between men were usually short, but Mohawk hung on. "You'll say it's none of my business," he told the younger man, "But I'm saying it anyway. If I were you, I'd take a taste of that sweetness before I let it go. Keep it as something to remember, because I've got a feeling that where you're going, you're never going to find something like that again."
 
   Tor didn't need to ask who Mohawk was talking about. He shook his head. "It's one night. She's not the kind of woman..."
 
   "No, she's not," Mohawk interrupted. "But she'll be glad she made the exception for you. That smile that lights her up? You don't see it, but I do. The one she gives you is different. I've never seen her offer it to any other man." He let go of Tor's arm, but didn't walk away. "She's the kind of woman who'll wait for her man no matter how long he's gone. She can't help it. It's how she's built. She'll wait until you come back."
 
   Tor nodded, but knew he would do nothing about it. Where he was going, there would be no coming back.
 
   That was the third part of the plan, the part Tor kept to himself. There would be time enough to tell them all later that the days of the Sky Hawk and its Captain and crew were over.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Wynne told herself the meeting felt different because it was the first time she saw them as Captain and crew, but she couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't right. Ish didn't curl her lip once. Posy didn't smile. They should have shown some sign of enthusiasm. They were leaving the Devil's Den.
 
   It could be that they were aware of the danger in flying the hopper, a danger Wynne wouldn't recognize because of her ignorance. The craft was old. Truca called it ancient, though through a teenager's eyes, Tor would be ancient, too. The hopper reminded Wynne of a Triceratops, the dinosaur with a bony fan sloping up from narrow glass panes in the shape of slatted eyes. It was a poor excuse for a windshield as far as she was concerned, but what did she know. Adding to the hopper's prehistoric look, the skin looked mottled and a little fried.
 
   "Old style heat shields," Posy told her, but he didn't look concerned.
 
   Truca's behavior at the meeting struck her as odd also. Not that she expected the girl to be bright and beaming, but at least to show some interest. Earlier, when Wynne stopped by the dome to offer cold water to the crew, Truca was bent over a little gadget on her workbench. She was whispering to it as she poked and prodded it with her odd assortment of tools.
 
   Tor had bent to whisper in Wynne's ear. "Not singing yet, but it's a start."
 
   It was a start and a good one. Truca's intense concentration kept her mind away from other, painful thoughts, but those thoughts intruded at intervals, accompanied by a few tears or a faraway look. That was to be expected, so maybe her reluctance to join in the discussion was not so odd after all.
 
   It was Tor who bothered Wynne the most. He was distant. He refused to look at her. Earlier, he'd teased her about the porno-pendants and before that, in the dome, when he'd whispered to her, he'd been close enough to tickle her earlobe with his tongue and chuckle when she shivered. Why the change?
 
   She decided to ask. With the last pot washed, she dried her hands on a clean rag and turned to her helpers, Mohawk and Posy.
 
   "You two can finish up, and don't forget to wipe the counters. That cockroach I found this morning was as big as a mouse."
 
   "What's the point? Tomorrow we'll be gone and they'll take over anyway."
 
   Wynne laughed at Mohawk's grumbling and kissed his cheek before he could pull away. "The only thing that makes me happier than a clean kitchen is watching someone else do the cleaning."
 
   "Don't I deserve an equal reward for making you happy?" Posy asked with a sweep of the rag he was using to dry the last pot.
 
   "You do, but I don't want to end up on Ish's bad side."
 
   "You were never on my good side to begin with." The woman never looked up from the deadly looking set of knives she had laid out on the table.
 
   "Oh, well then, what do I have to lose?" Posy had to bend for Wynne to reach his cheek.
 
   "Your ear," Ish said.
 
   Posy gave Wynne a wink with his chuckle. "What is there to say? The woman loves me."
 
   "Fuck you."
 
   "If only you would, Ish, if only you would."
 
   Wynne left smiling. She didn't have to look far for Tor, but she didn't call out a greeting or run to meet him. He was with Truca and the two looked deep in conversation.
 
   Tor stood with his hands to his sides. Truca's head was hanging down, her hair swaying from side to side as she shook it. She seemed to be doing most of the talking. Her balled fists kept wiping at her eyes. It was torture to watch and do nothing. Wynne wanted Tor to make some gesture of comfort and, as if he heard her thoughts, his hand came up beneath Truca's chin to lift the girl's eyes to his. His touch, or maybe the words he spoke, triggered something in the girl.
 
   She slapped his hand away, but that wasn't enough. Her fists pummeled at his chest, pounding against it like a drum. He stood and took the abuse until the beating slowed. Only then did he reach for her shoulders to pull her to him. Her pounding continued, but without passion, until it faded away and Truca was left with her arms about his waist, sobbing into his chest.
 
   Tor stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head. The chasm between them was closed. Whatever her grievances, whether real or imagined, they had been aired and answered. Truca had found it in her heart to forgive. It was another step toward emotional healing. Wynne hoped it was the beginning of the young woman's spiritual healing as well.
 
   She let them be. Her presence would only be an intrusion. She would speak with Tor later when he was free.
 
   Unfortunately, he was never free, and when he was, she wasn't. There were several times when she felt his eyes follow her while he spoke with Ish or Posy, and several more when their eyes met. Those made her feel better. His eyes watched her with the same unfulfilled desire that she felt watching him.
 
   She felt his eyes again as she followed Truca to the bedroom.
 
   While she'd questioned the young woman before about her physical healing, Wynne knew she wasn't qualified to make anything more than judgment calls. There were things a doctor would know to look for. There were tests that should be run. Their current circumstances prevented Truca from getting the medical care she needed. Their future circumstances might preclude it, too. The few hours they would spend on Celos waiting for the hopper's second arrival, might be the only opportunity they had.
 
   Wynne thought she broached the subject carefully and wasn't prepared for Truca's reaction. Beyond her early childhood visits, Truca had never seen a healer. The idea of a stranger poking and prodding her most intimate parts brought about a relapse of the physical and emotional trauma she'd already suffered. Previously unspoken details came pouring out like puss from a wound. It sickened Wynne to hear the agonized litany and there was nothing she could do to alleviate the pain.
 
   All she could do was hang on and absorb the girl's tears, listen, and rock her, until the horrifying recital was over and exhaustion claimed the poor girl. Wynne sat on the edge of the bed and watched Truca sleep, afraid to leave her in case the living nightmare returned. Only when she was sure the sleep was genuine and sound did she tiptoe from the room.
 
   Ish was alone in the room. She sat at the table sharpening yet another set of knives. She glanced up at Wynne and returned to her sharpening.
 
   "The others are in the dome," she said.
 
   Wynne took the chair beside her at the table. "Good, because it's you I wanted to talk to." She took a breath and said, "Thank you."
 
   "For what?"
 
   "For killing them."
 
   Ish nodded, and laid the knife down in line with the others, then went to the kitchen. She returned with a bottle and two glasses. Pouring equal amounts in each, she handed one to Wynne.
 
   It was more liquor than Wynne had ever had in her life. She drank it down. The burn felt good.
 
   The liquor left behind a pleasant buzz. Wynne thought the relaxing aftereffect would help her sleep. It didn't. She heard the men's voices when they returned. She heard their doors close and silence descend and still she couldn't settle.
 
   She was worried about tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that. Where would they go? Where would they stay? Would she ever have time alone again with Tor?
 
   As she thought these things, another thought struck her. When would she be forced to return to the life she'd left? Forced? A wave of shame washed over her. Nothing except circumstance had forced her to do anything. She loved her sister. She loved her kids. She would love the nephew who was about to be born. She had little choice in her single status. The war had taken so many men. None of those that remained, either human or alien, had sparked her interest. Why now? Why Tor? And did it really matter?
 
   Just once in her life, she'd like to experience what others took for granted. Just once, she wanted to be loved not because she was a good sister, a good mother, or a good person. She wanted to be loved because she was a woman, because a man she found immensely attractive found her attractive, too. She wanted to make love and know how it felt to have a man make love to her. Foolish? Probably, but in a lifetime of following the rules, wasn't she entitled to one foolish act?
 
   Did it matter if it couldn't be forever? Maybe, but she knew hundreds of women who'd lost their men to desertion, divorce, disease, and war. How were they any different than she? They had the memories, that's how.
 
   Wynne slid from her solitary bed and, barefooted, padded down the hallway to Tor's room. Was this a mistake? She didn't care.
 
   Wynne smiled bravely and rapped her knuckles against his door.
 
   "Come," came the mumbled answer after she knocked a second time.
 
   Tor sat on the edge of his bed, bare feet on the floor. The sheet was draped over his midsection, otherwise he was naked. Elbows resting on his knees, he ran his hands over his scalp.
 
   "What is it?"
 
   Well, what does one say to that? Hi, want to share your bed with me? Hey there, big guy, want to make love? Or how about that favorite of social misfits all over the universe?
 
   "Um..." Whatever else she might have said was caught in a giant swallow when he looked up.
 
   "Wynne? Is something wrong? Is it Truca?"
 
   "No, no I..." The door closed behind her. Her feet began to move without conscious direction from her mind until she was standing in front of him. "I missed you," she said.
 
   He straightened. "Wynne, this isn't a good idea."
 
   "You've been saying that since we met." Her hands came up and rested on his shoulders. "And as I told you last night, I disagree. Tonight, I miss you."
 
   That was all it took for his hands to slide around her, cup her rear end, and pull her forward between his legs.
 
   "You won't be sorry?" he asked.
 
   "Never." Her head followed her words as she leaned in to kiss him.
 
   "Your eyes are for me," he said before their lips met.
 
   "Only for you."
 
   "Wynne." Her name became a whisper filled with promise.
 
   She closed her eyes to savor the sound. She opened them to find him watching her and closed them again as their lips met. It was a heady feeling to lead instead of follow. It was headier still that Tor didn't seem to mind. She tested his lips with the tip of her tongue. He groaned, a pleasant sound, and it made her feel... wanted. And wanting more.
 
   Their mouths played for a time, tongues touching, lips straying to eyes and cheeks and chin. Growing bolder, Wynne held the sides of his head with her hands, nibbled at his lower lip, and pulled it lightly with her teeth. She tasted the skin along his jaw, ran her cheek along the two-day stubble that grew there. She loved the rough sensation of it against the softness of her skin, and wondered why some women complained about the masculine bristle. She sucked the soft lobe of his ear into her mouth. She loved everything about this face, the tiny scar above the winged eyebrow, the long straight nose, the cleft in his chin.
 
   Her hair was braided, a precaution against nighttime snarls. Tor ran his hand down the length of the braid fingering the weave. He made a small sound of frustration when he reached the end and couldn't free the band that held the braid in place.
 
   Releasing the lobe, she laughed softly and quietly bid, "Here, let me." The low, throaty sound surprised her.
 
   She leaned back just far enough to clear a path for the braid but not so far as to lose contact with the hardness between his legs. Head tilted to the side, she swung the braid forward. It fell across her breast. Long practiced fingers removed the band and set it aside on the table next to the bed, but when her hands returned to undo the plait, Tor stopped her by repeating her words.
 
   "Here, let me."
 
   Head down, eyes closed, she felt the heat of his hands along her breast, searing through the fabric of another man's shirt. Chin turned to shoulder as she gave him room to work the braid loose until her hair hung free.
 
   "This is the way it should always be," he said and then his fingers were sliding through it. His hand fisted in its fullness at the back of her head. Not painfully, but in a masterfully dominant gesture, Tor directed her head toward his until once again, lips met.
 
   There was no playfulness in this kiss. He held her head in place and devoured her mouth. Tongue invaded, teeth tugged and pulled, noses collided and then settled comfortably side by side. She felt his breath mix with hers, tasted the liquor that still lingered and the saltiness of something he'd eaten. It was wonderful.
 
   As the kiss deepened, his hands moved, gliding along her sides, and resting on her hips. His thumbs worked against her belly, planting the roots of desire firmly in her lower regions. Circling behind her, those same hands kneaded the globes of her ass. Her body rocked with the motion and pleasure grew.
 
   As eager as her lips to search the contours of his face, her hands now sought to discover the planes and surfaces of his body. She'd seen these shoulders bared in their trek to get here. She'd admired the form of the powerful and hairless chest. She'd felt them through his shirt as they kissed, but this was different. Those powerful muscles and corded sinews were now hers to touch and trace. Her hands climbed the mountains of his muscles, delved into the sinewy valleys between, and skated along the prominent rivers of veins, mapping the relief of this new land that was Tor.
 
   His hand slipped beneath the hem of the shirt she wore. His finger traced the line of her panties where leg met rear, then moved on to trace the space between her cheeks through the nylon of the cheap and basic undergarment. Reaching the waistband, Tor flattened his hand against the small of her back. So small a thing and yet her body arched with it. Tendrils of longing crept upward through her veins to her breasts and downward. Moisture pooled where none had been before.
 
   Buttons released and the shirt she wore fell open to reveal what no other man had seen in its entirety. Wynne's instinct urged her to close the exposing gap, but one look at Tor's face stopped her hand. Her heart skipped a beat when he smiled.
 
   "You're everything I thought you would be."
 
   "Really?" she asked, not sounding breathy and sexy as she hoped, but more like relieved, which she was.
 
   Tor chuckled. His tongue flicked out to lick the tip of her nipple. "Yes, Kushma, really," he said, his breath sending a shiver through the damp spot his tongue had left behind. He drew the nipple into his mouth.
 
   Dampness no longer pooled between her legs. It gushed. Wynne moaned and the moan turned to a whimper as he left one breast only to address the other. She had no idea she was leaning into him until he fell back, laughing, and she went with him. He lifted her over him and rolled with her until he was over her and staring down into her eyes.
 
   Could he see what she was thinking? What she was feeling? She hoped so because she had no words to describe it. Breasts to chest, belly to belly, flesh to flesh, his body enveloped hers. Want and need consumed her.
 
   "Please," she whispered.
 
   "With pleasure," he murmured and then he was sliding down her body, leaving a fiery trail of kisses in his wake.
 
   His fingers grasped the edges of her panties. She felt them slide along her thighs and over her knees, and then they were gone and he was standing over her displayed in all his masculine glory. No sculpted statue could be more beautiful than Tor.
 
   He positioned her feet, spread her knees, and positioned himself between them. Her hips rose to meet his probing erection.
 
   She expected some pain, but all she felt was mild discomfort as her body expanded and molded to fit the unaccustomed intrusion. Tor moved slowly, tender in his care. He watched her face.
 
   "Tell me," he instructed, his voice hoarse with his own lust.
 
   Tell him? What could she tell him? That this was everything she dreamed it would be? That what she was feeling went beyond those dreams? That he was perfect?
 
   "More," she whispered. She wanted more. Her body needed more, but she had no words to tell him what that was.
 
   He nodded and his hand fell between them. His finger danced over and around her clit. Her body was already charged with the tendrils of passion, but with his touch, her passion grew, budding into that indefinable something that it craved. Heat rose, sensitive nerves tingled in anticipation. Her hips rocked, seeking more and more. His fingers continued to work their magic until she was panting with the need for release.
 
   Her orgasm came in a blossoming of sensation that burned through her like a shower of sparks, prickling over her skin and leaving her flushed and sated.
 
   It took her a moment to realize that Tor was fully seated inside her and moving. More surprising, her body was moving with him. Her legs were wrapped around him. Her heels were locked at the tops of his thighs. Together and apart, together and apart they moved, he, seeking his own release, she, feeling the need to help him find it.
 
   And then something both delightful and wondrous happened. The tendrils of desire began to grow again, faster and stronger, as Tor's body pounded into hers. Her hips rose to meet his thrusts. This time when she came, it was more of an explosion than a blossoming. Her body shook with it. Tor drove himself into her one last time, before his body stiffened and he buried his face in the crook of her neck. He groaned with his release and then lay still.
 
   Her hand went to his head and she ran her fingers over the bristles that were just slightly longer and softer than those on his cheeks and chin. Tears welled in her eyes, not of disappointment or shame, but of an emotion so strong it overwhelmed her.
 
   "Kushma," he called her as he rolled from her and took her with him.
 
   She didn't know what it meant, but she liked the sound when he said it.
 
   Wynne wasn't ignorant when it came to sex. Mira had made sure of that. But in all her sister's detailed ramblings about what went on between a man and a woman, she'd never managed to get beyond the physical. Maybe, for Mira, it was only physical, or maybe, even for her daring sister, it was one of those emotions so deeply personal it couldn't be named.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   If Wynne had been used to sleeping with a man in her bed, she might not have fully awakened. Spooning with her naked rear end tucked into his warm and cozy crotch was certainly something she could easily adjust to. But the comfortable feeling was too new, so instead of dozing off into the warmth of her new cocoon, she forced her eyes to remain open to savor it.
 
   Tor's arm was draped over her waist. His hand cupped her breast. His head was curled over hers. She'd been pleasantly surprised when he didn't chase her off back to her own bed after their encounter. His bed wasn't meant for two and Tor was a large man, but once he'd recovered, he simply rearranged them so that she was partially draped over him with her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest. His arm beneath her cradled her to him. She liked that position, too.
 
   They didn't speak, but he absently stroked her hair while she drew lazy circles on his chest with her finger. It was a comfortable silence and she was happy with it. She would have gladly stayed there until the sun called her in the morning.
 
   At first she thought the sound was one of the many people tended to make in their sleep. It wasn't suspicious or threatening, just a loud sniff and then nothing, but another came a minute later along with an infinitesimal cry as if someone was trying to hide their tears. That sound was accompanied by the opening and closing of a door.
 
   Wynne slipped from beneath Tor's relaxed embrace, slipped her panties on, and grabbed her shirt from the floor. Truca's room was the most likely source of the cry, so she checked there first. The bed was empty. She hurried to the main room, but that was empty too. The door to the outside, however, was closed but unlatched.
 
   Although she'd been assured time and again that the compound was safe, Wynne was still leery of the creatures that lived outside its walls. That, and the frightening thought of what the girl's purpose might be had her running to the door.
 
   The light in the dome was on. Truca was there, but knowing where she was did nothing to alleviate Wynne's concern. A muffled crash sent her flying.
 
   Truca hadn't closed the door to the dome, either. Wynne's relief at seeing the girl was short lived. Truca was methodically tearing pieces from the inside of the hopper and tossing them through the hatch. The most recent castaway almost hit her. Wynne climbed in after her and forcefully stopped her from tearing out another piece.
 
   "Truca! Stop. What do you think you're doing?"
 
   "He's going to send me away. After all he said, he's going to send me away." She struggled against Wynne's hold, but not too hard.
 
   "Who? Tor? He wouldn't do that, Truca. He couldn't."
 
   "I won't go. I won't. He can't send me away." Truca started to cry in earnest. "I'm the mechanic. They need me. They all said so. They need me. They need me."
 
   Translation: I need them.
 
   It was exactly what Wynne feared. Truca knew she could no longer be the child she once was and the young woman worried that they wouldn't want her if she changed. It was nonsense, of course, but strange fears surfaced under stress.
 
   "They do more than need you, Truca. They love you. No one wants to send you away."
 
   "A lot you know. You think because you had sex with him he'll keep you?" she asked viciously. "You're wrong. He's sending you away, too."
 
   Oh-oh. Wynne wasn't ashamed of what she'd done, but she hadn't planned on making a public announcement either. Was that what this was all about? Truca was young. Tor was her superhero. It would be perfectly natural to believe she was in love with him.
 
   "Truca, honey, I'm sorry. If I had known how you felt about him..."
 
   "Me? You think I..." Under other circumstances, Truca's horrified look would have been comical. "Eeuw. Tor's old enough to be my father."
 
   "Then I don't understand what you're talking about."
 
   The next look was one Wynne was all too familiar with. Her brother, David, was an expert at it. Dorrie and Mathias, ages fourteen and thirteen, hadn't quite perfected it, but were working hard at it. It was the oh-my-god-I-can't-believe-you're-so-stupid-look. She'd assumed the young woman was too old to use that look and it made her wonder how old Truca really was.
 
   "He's sending us away. You, me, and Mohawk."
 
   Misunderstanding weren't unusual, but Wynne had always wondered why most of them had to come to light in the middle of the night. "Can't this wait until morning" never seemed to go over well, either. She stifled a yawn.
 
   "Honey, he's not sending us away. We're going first, that's all. The others will meet us there."
 
   Wynne didn't think there were levels to the I-can't-believe-you're-so-stupid-look. She was wrong. "They're not going to meet us. They're leaving us and Tor's not coming back." Stone faced and stubborn, Truca wasn't going to budge.
 
   "Maybe you'd better explain. From the beginning, please." Wynne backed out of the hatch. "And no more throwing parts."
 
   Truca followed, bringing a soft cloth bag with her. Wynne pointed to a sturdy looking case, a match for the one she'd chosen for herself.
 
   "Sit."
 
   Truca reluctantly sat.
 
   "Now tell me why you think they're sending us away."
 
   "I don't think. I know."
 
   Wynne sighed. "My bad. How do you know?"
 
   "I couldn't sleep. I started thinking. There are a few more things I can do to lighten the load. Posy and Tor are both big men and Mohawk's no lightweight. Ish is no lightweight either, but don't say anything. She's sensitive about it."
 
   Ish? Sensitive? The effort it took not to laugh made Wynne's eyes water. "I'm listening," she choked out.
 
   "So I came out here."
 
   "Without telling anyone where you were."
 
   "I'm not a child," Truca said. She had no idea of Wynne's fearful concern. A good sign. "Anyway, you were busy with Tor."
 
   "Moving right along," Wynne prompted as she lost the battle of the blush.
 
   "I was cleaning up and I just happened to look inside." She held up the cloth bag and threw it to Wynne who missed the catch and had to leave her seat to retrieve it. "I took it back to my room, got angry, and came back."
 
   "You snooped," Wynne accused, partly because it was true and partly because she had to fetch the bag. She opened it and began to snoop, too, a point that wasn't lost on Truca. "Fine," Wynne huffed. "Sometimes it's the only way to learn.
 
   The two conspirators shared a nod.
 
   The contents of the bag held no clues for Wynne. There were several credit chips, a bracelet she recognized from Gisela's stash, and two pieces of paper. One looked like a note, the other a letter. She handed the papers to Truca.
 
   "You'll have to read them to me. I can't read Godan." She nodded at the young woman's surprised look. "You're right, it's time I learned."
 
   Truca picked up the short note first. "It's to Mohawk. It gives him the place he's to go in Celos where he can contact someone named Roark and arrange transport for us. Us," she repeated. "You and me. The credits should cover it." She looked up at Wynne. "Now will you believe me?"
 
   "And the other?" Wynne asked, too stunned to think.
 
   "That's to you. Mohawk's supposed to give it to you with the bracelet. After we leave," she added pointedly.
 
   "Read it."
 
   "Kushma," she began.
 
   The translator called it an endearing term which meant there was no literal translation. Tor had called her that before and Wynne had taken its use to be the same as people used terms like honey or sweetie. They didn't necessarily have any significance, but why start a letter that way if it didn't? Was she wrong about its meaning?
 
   "You know where the bracelet comes from," Truca read on. "I regret that I have nothing else to gift to you in remembrance of our time together. Had circumstance been otherwise, I would have purchased something more to your tastes.
 
   "Please keep Truca close to your heart as I have kept her close to mine. She is like you in so many ways. She shares your smile. Help her find that smile again. Help her grow strong again. She will hate me, I know, but you will understand this is the only way I have to save what is left of my crew.
 
   "The gods have long forgotten me and lately, the fates have blown only ill winds my way, yet there you were; a blessing in my last hours of freedom, and my hope for Truca's future. You say that you are not, yet in my mind, you will always be my princess, the woman beyond my reach. Tor"
 
   Truca looked up from the letter. "Need any more proof? He's not coming back, Wynne. I don't know what he's going to do, but it isn't good. He's sending me away because he knows he won't be coming back. I can't let him do that. I won't."
 
   The girl wasn't only thinking of herself. She was thinking of Tor.
 
   A solid knot of dread formed in Wynne's stomach. Tor knew how important it was to Truca to remain with his crew. They were her family. She could also think of several reasons why he would want the girl to spend some time away. She needed medical care and counseling. But never seeing her again? The letter didn't say so directly, but it certainly sounded like it, and there was only one reason she could think of as to why he wouldn't return.
 
   He couldn't do that to the girl. Wynne wouldn't let him.
 
   "I'll kill him myself," she muttered. "Right after I kill Mohawk."
 
   "What?" Truca's shock had Wynne waving her hand in apology.
 
   "It's just a phrase. I don't mean it literally," She assured her. "Ass chewing isn't literal, either, but they're about to get one of those, too." She waved at the hopper. "How long will it take you to put this back together?"
 
   "I hid the important parts. The rest of the stuff was just for looks. It won't take me long to fix it."
 
   Truca's grin was sly and encouraging. Tor, at least, was right about this. The young woman's ordeal would change her, but not in the most important ways. Her spirit had survived and with that spirit behind her, so would Truca. He'd missed the mark, however, about something else and it made Wynne laugh.
 
   "You're not like me at all. You're like my sister. That's a good thing, by the way." She looked around the dome. "It's almost dawn. You start making repairs. I'll start making breakfast. When everyone else is up, we'll have this out."
 
   Big talk. Wynne had never 'had it out' with anyone in her life. It wasn't that she didn't get angry. It was that she couldn't hold on to it. Confrontations made her stomach clutch, her heart pound, and her hands tremble. When she was younger, she would cry. She'd been fortunate that she'd had people who only had her best interest at heart. Most of the time.
 
   Her parents and grandmother, God rest them, were long gone. Mira couldn't fight this one for her. Mohawk had obviously chosen the other side. She was on her own.
 
   Wasn't this what she'd secretly wished for? Wasn't this why she'd looked forward to going away to college all those years ago before her world went to hell? It was, but the independence she'd looked for back then was more about what she wore and how late she came home. They were baby steps. This was a giant leap.
 
   She did what she always did when faced with something she dreaded. She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath.
 
   "You can do this," she told herself. "You can do this."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Wynne was alone in the kitchen when Tor came from the bedroom. She didn't turn around, but knew it was him when there was no greeting, only slow and easy movement toward her. She kept her back to him and kept her eyes on the long yellow roots on the counter. They looked more like a skinny carrots or parsnips, but were similar in taste to potato. Her hand gripped their wilted leafy tops more tightly than necessary as if they might try to escape the vicious slice, slice, slice of her knife.
 
   She should have spoken up, stopped him before he reached her. The steady rhythm of the knife faltered when he moved to stand behind her. It stopped altogether when he slid his arms around her waist.
 
   "Good morning," he rumbled in a voice still lazy from sleep.
 
   This would be so much easier if his chest didn't feel so warm against her back, if his encircling arms didn't remind her of what they'd shared the night before. She had to force herself to keep her head erect and not tilt it to the side to give him better access when he kissed her neck.
 
   Tor wasn't deterred. He nuzzled the collar of her shirt aside and kissed the top of her shoulder and before she knew it her head was tilting.
 
   She would lose her anger if he kept it up. She was already losing it. It took all her resolve not to turn in his arms and slip her own arms about his neck and kiss him back.
 
   His lips moved up her neck to the ticklish place behind the lobe of her ear.
 
   "Please don't," she said. Who knew those two simple words would be so hard to say? "I can't do this if you're doing that."
 
   Tor's body tensed, but he didn't let go. He pulled his head away from her neck, but only so he could whisper quietly in her ear. "Do what? What's wrong?"
 
   "You. You're wrong." Wynne tried to remember the last time she told someone they were wrong and couldn't.
 
   She felt him smile against her neck before he kissed it again. "Wrong? The last I remember, I was doing everything right, unless I misinterpreted your hoo-boys, oh-my-gods, and can-we-do that-agains. I think there were a few damn-that-felt-goods in there, too."
 
   She felt the color rise to her face. Tell him what you like, Mira said. Was it her fault that she liked it all? "I talked too much, didn't I?"
 
   His breath tickled the spot behind her ear and sent a shiver right down to her toes, but the heat of it settled somewhere else. She tried to shake it off by reminding herself there was ass chewing to do.
 
   His quiet rumble of laughter made her forget that, too. God, she loved that laugh. She felt it as much as heard it. It was like a secret he shared only with her.
 
   "Your enthusiasm was refreshing. Your experimentation was pretty damned enjoyable, too." His hands slid over her hips and around to her abdomen. "So how did I go wrong when I never left the bed? Did I snore?" The gentle pressure of his hands slackened and she felt his smile fade. "Or do you have morning after regrets?"
 
   "Neither." She shook her head in an attempt to clear her thoughts. "Both."
 
   He did step back at that. His brows rose like eagles' wings. "Could you clarify that? Just a little?"
 
   "You do snore, but not badly." Should she tell him how much she enjoyed that comforting rumble beneath her ear? That she thought he would send her back to her own cold bed when his needs were met? Should she tell him how warm and secure it felt when he gathered her close to pillow her head on his chest? She turned in his arms. "And I don't regret sleeping with you. How could I? It was wonderful." She couldn't lie, not about something like that. "It was..."
 
   Mohawk saved her from folding under feelings that had nothing to do with her mission.
 
   "Ha," he shouted, much louder than he needed to. "Finally got the old meat whistle calling her tune, did ya? "Bout time. Bet she danced a jolly jig to it, too. The quiet ones always do once the ice is broken."
 
   Wynne ducked around Tor and marched toward the grinning Perithian who'd fanned the dying embers of her anger. He could tell all the off color tales he liked about his own sexcapades, but he wasn't adding hers to his repertoire. What she'd done wasn't a jolly jig. It wasn't something to be joked about. It had meaning.
 
   Mohawk must have seen it in her face, because he took a step back. "Oh-oh."
 
   "You bet oh-oh."
 
   Wynne had her finger up, ready to read him the riot act. Her sex life was not up for discussion. It was none of his business. What came out, however, was quite different from her intent.
 
   "Whose side are you on?"
 
   Mohawk blinked and looked past her to Tor. "What did you do to her?" he asked angrily. "You knew she'd never been danced around the pole. What the hell were you thinking, man? You've got to ease 'em into the more... um... catterwhumping stuff."
 
   Wynne had no idea what any of that meant and knowing Mohawk, she probably didn't want to.
 
   "I didn't..." Tor started to answer.
 
   "Don't." She turned her warning finger on him. "This has nothing to do with sex."
 
   Posy glided into the room, his long robe skimming the tops of his sandaled feet. "Everything has to do with sex. Isn't that right, Ish?" he said over his shoulder.
 
   "Fuck you." Ish followed him into the room.
 
   Posy spread his hands. "You see?"
 
   Wynne ignored him and kept her focus on Mohawk. "You knew Tor was going to abandon us on Celos."
 
   "I wasn't going to abandon you," Tor interrupted.
 
   "Don't interrupt." Those two words were much easier to say now that he was ten feet away. "I'll get to you in a minute."
 
   Mohawks face had become a determined mask. "The important thing is to get you to Mishra," he argued dutifully, though with a marked lack of enthusiasm.
 
   "No. The important thing is you didn't ask me."
 
   "One ride on the comet and you tell all? I thought I could trust you." At the dagger eyes he shot at Tor, Wynne sighed.
 
   "Will you please get your mind out of my bed? That has nothing to do with this. I have other fish to fry here."
 
   "Didn't sound like nothing last night." Posy winked at Tor.
 
   "Oh, my God," Wynne moaned. "Are you not hearing me? Do you not see the look on my face? Do you not get that I'm serious here?"
 
   Ish strolled over to the cook top, peered into the pan, and began eating with her fingers. "There is no fish in here." She curled her lip. "No meat either. So what does sex have to do with frying fish?"
 
   "It's a saying and it has nothing to do with sex. It means I have other things to talk about," Wynne explained. She saw Mohawk wink at Posy and the other man grin. Her patience plummeting to new lows. She threw up her hands in frustration. "I don't know why everyone is so interested in my sex life," she muttered.
 
   "Because you have one." Posy looked longingly at Ish.
 
   They were trying to distract her, just as Tor had tried in the escape pod. Did they think she was so dimwitted she'd fall for it? Wynne threw up her hands in. "Then you'll have to make one up because mine is off limits. Am I clear on that or do you need a translation?"
 
   Hands down on the tabletop, she leaned in and looked from face to face before glaring over her shoulder at Ish. She received a disappointed nod from Posy and an indifferent shrug from Ish. Tor's face had become a solid mask of...she wasn't sure what, but at least he wasn't grinning like Mohawk. That grin became the subject of her first attack.
 
   "And you can just wipe that smile off you face, mister. Don't think I'm finished with you or that you can shift the blame to someone else. I don't know whether it was your idea or Tor's, but here's a newsflash. Neither one of you has the right to make my decisions for me. Or for Truca. She has a right to have a say in her own future."
 
   She was surprised when it was Ish who spoke up.
 
   "With us, she has no future. She's better off with you."
 
   "How can you say that? You don't even like me."
 
   "So? I don't like most people. What's that got to do with it?" Ish looked at her as if she was stupid. She picked up the spoon lying next to the skillet and began eating from the pan. "Don't you want her?"
 
   "Of course I want her. That's not the point." Wynne said as she marched back around the counter to the cook top. She snatched the now empty spoon from Ish's hand and threatened her with it. "No food until you tell me what's going on."
 
   "It is the point, Wynne. With your connections, she's the easiest one to save," Tor said quietly.
 
   "Save from what?"
 
   "From life on a penal colony. Once you're in the hands of the peacekeepers, you tell them everything that happened until we got to the compound. You dealt with me and only me. Once here, you met Truca. She'd been abused. She helped you escape. Beyond that, none of you know where I'm going or what my plans are."
 
   "No," Truca said from the doorway. "I won't do it. I won't let them think you did this to me. I won't."
 
   "You won't have to," Wynne assured her.
 
   "She must," Tor insisted. "She has to be cleared of any involvement. You refused, Truca, and I beat you for it."
 
   "No. It isn't true and I won't say it. I won't." Truca sniffed loudly and clamped her jaws tight to stop the quivering of her chin. The tears spilled anyway.
 
   "You will. You have to. If Chubo and Nix are still on the Sky Hawk, they'll need your testimony that they had no choice. It's the best we can do for them. The peacekeepers have to believe Digger and I set up the whole thing. When Lusomo didn't agree, I killed him. Chubo and Nix knew you'd be next if they didn't cooperate."
 
   "But you didn't kill him," the girl cried. "I did. I let them in. I opened the door. It was my fault, Tor. You told me to keep the door locked. I opened it. Lusomo found us in the hallway when they were taking me back. He died because of me."
 
   Wynne was already moving toward Truca. "No," she said, so sharply that the girl's head jerked as if she'd been slapped. "You aren't responsible for any of this. It started long before you opened that door. I won't let you blame yourself. None of this was your fault, Truca, none of it."
 
   "But it is. All of it," Truca sobbed. Her eyes shifted from Wynne to Ish. "I lied to you and Posy. I told you I thought I heard Tor coming back to the room. I didn't. I was going out. I was angry with all of you for going out to have fun, for leaving me behind. I was going to show you I wasn't a child." She wiped her cheeks with her hands and her nose with her sleeve. "I wasn't going to do anything bad. Just go out. Alone. On my own."
 
   The crew was Truca's family, and like every family, she'd been assigned her place. Wynne knew only too well what that was like. And what it was like to have your one quiet moment of rebellion end in tragedy.
 
   As she gathered the girl in her arms, Wynne whispered the words no one had ever said to her. "It wasn't your fault. It wasn't your fault."
 
   "Why couldn't you save them?" her brother David had asked when the building collapsed from the air strike. He was only a little boy at the time and still thought grownups had the miraculous power to fix the unfixable.
 
   "I thought you were with them," Mira had said.
 
   Neither meant it as an accusation, but the words stuck with Wynne.
 
   Her father was tired, worn out with worry. Her mother was sick and weak. She needed help to use the stairs and the stairwell was where they died. Logically, Wynne knew there was little she could have done. There was no guarantee her being there would have saved them, but she wasn't there to try, and her guilt wasn't swayed by logic or reason. She couldn't let Truca's unearned guilt do to her what Wynne had allowed her own guilt to do to herself.
 
   "You had no crystal ball, sweetheart. You had no way of seeing the future." She looked up at the others, but her words were for Tor. "None of you did. This wasn't your fault."
 
   Tor ignored the hint. "She's right, Truca. None of this is your fault," he said stiffly, "But it doesn't change our current circumstance. I can use the credits we found here to buy Ish and Posy alibis to prove they left the ship before this happened. I can't do that for Chubo and Nix. I need a reason for their cooperation. I'll make sure they look like they were forced if they don't look that way already. It's the only thing I can think of to give them a chance."
 
   "Why me?" Truca asked. "Why not Posy or Ish? They got taken, too."
 
   Wynne knew why. Truca was young and innocent looking and she was the only one who showed obvious signs of abuse. Her battered face and body was bound to evoke sympathy. It would lend credence to Tor's lie, particularly if Wynne and Mohawk claimed the girl helped them escape.
 
   "And then what?" she asked before anyone could answer. "Everyone is taken care of but you, Tor. What happens to you?"
 
   Posy found something to look at on the floor. Ish's face hardened into a mask of stone. Even Mohawk refused to look at her. Wynne wasn't alone in her objection.
 
   Wynne raised her finger to Tor. "You're going to find the Sky Hawk, make sure everyone has the best chance of surviving this, and then turn yourself in and take the blame. You're not coming back, because you'll be in one of those prison colonies. You're asking your crew to perjure themselves to convict you. You're asking them to commit a crime to convict you of a crime you didn't commit. How does that make sense, Tor? And why are you agreeing to it?" she asked the others.
 
   "Because he's our Captain and none of us could come up with a better plan," Posy admitted.
 
   Mohawk's answer was no answer at all. "My job is to deliver you safely to Mishra. I have a duty to the First Commander."
 
   "If my safe delivery was all you were concerned about, it would have been cheaper and more efficient to box me up and turn me over to the Galactic Postal Service or whatever the hell you people call it. I'm not a package, Mohawk. I'm an adult human." Wynne gently turned Truca so that they were standing side by side. "We are adults," she said, including the tear stained young woman. "We may not be as experienced as the rest of you, but we're perfectly capable of making our own decisions when fully informed." This last was a jab at Tor who'd promised twice to let her know what was going on. "What do you say, Truca?"
 
   For a moment, Wynne thought the young mechanic wasn't going to answer, but after a moment of staring at her toes, Truca squared her shoulders and looked up.
 
   "I say if you're going after the Sky Hawk, then that meteoric mess of a moon hopper isn't going to get you there. You're going to have to steal a bigger vessel. If I had to guess, it'll be the one you showed me in the boneyard the first time you brought me to Celos and every time since. You said she was a beauty and I said she was a piece of flying shit."
 
   Tor worked hard to keep the straight line of his mouth solid and unamused. His eyes gave his feelings away. "I remember. I told you to clean up your language, no one wanted to hear that from a lady. You told me you weren't a lady. You were a mechanic."
 
   Truca wasn't smiling either. "I also told you that I knew a piece of shit when I saw one. I still do, and I don't suppose that ship's in any better shape now. You forget, I'm the one who picked her engines over while you were doing business. You're going to need me to keep her flying, Captain. Posy doesn't have enough mag tape. Celos doesn't have enough mag tape," she added as an aside to Wynne.
 
   "And who knows what shape the Sky Hawk will be in," Posy added. "We can use the extra hand, Cap. She doesn't have to leave the ship."
 
   Tor's eyes lost their amusement. "No. I won't risk it. I won't leave her alone and vulnerable again."
 
   "She won't be alone," Wynne told him. "I'll be with her."
 
   Ish snorted in derision. "Two zinnies to kill with one shoe. I feel safer already."
 
   Wynne knew an insult when she heard one. She'd never seen a zinny, but she knew what they were. Small animal pests about the size of a guinea pig, they were known for invading ships, reproducing rapidly, and consuming food stores by the ton. They were sometimes kept as pets by crew members because of their silky coats and affectionate nature once tamed. Pretty rats, Roark called them, but rats just the same. Mohawk promised to find one for the kids.
 
   She was about to protest when Ish continued.
 
   "To avoid all the tears and guilt when they get themselves killed, someone needs to show them how to defend themselves."
 
   "Are you volunteering?" Tor asked.
 
   "I suppose I'll have to. There'll be no peace for any of us if something happens to either one of them."
 
   "I didn't think you'd care," Wynne said, surprised by Ish's offer.
 
   "I don't," the woman responded with a curl to her lip. "But the Captain does. You've never seen him when he gets cranky."
 
   "Won't be necessary," Mohawk interrupted. "Wynne's going to Mishra."
 
   "You don't want to go to Mishra any more than I do, Mohawk. Whack 'em, shoot 'em, feed 'em to the carnars." Wynne shuddered with distaste at that last. "You're enjoying this back in action thing. I can tell."
 
   "Duty comes before pleasure," he insisted, "and my first duty is to the First Commander. My mission is to get you safely to Mishra and your sister. Her time is near. She'll be worried."
 
   Guilt slithered up from Wynne's belly. By now, word of the explosion and kidnapping aboard the Romer II had probably reached Mishra. She and Mohawk would be listed among the missing and presumed dead. Mira would be frantic with worry. Roark or his father's political influence would double the efforts to find the culprits. There had to be a way to contact them without giving up Tor and the crew.
 
   "Is there a way to send a message to them?" she asked, her mind racing to find a way to satisfy everyone's needs and wants, including her own.
 
   "Not in a way that won't alert the authorities to where we are," Tor answered. His face showed no emotion at all.
 
   Why should it? For him, their night together had been one of many he'd spent with women he barely knew. His letter had not been of love, but of a gentlemanly goodbye and a request for Truca's care.
 
   Wynne recognized that Tor and the night she spent with him were important factors in her wanting to stay with the Sky Hawk's crew, but she wasn't a naive child that might believe there was a future there. No, it was more than that. She needed this for herself, too. She needed, just once, to be free of the expectations of others and to follow her own course. It couldn't last and even if it could, she wouldn't let it, but it was something to hold on to. Once it was over, she could return to her obligations knowing that for a short time, she'd lived a life she chose and not the one laid out by fate.
 
   "Not if I'm careful," she said, thinking of all the times her sister had told the truth to their parents without revealing the whole of it. "I'll tell them that Mohawk and I are safe and arrangements have been made for our return. I'll say we're leaving immediately, and though it may take us a bit longer, we will make our way to Mishra. I'll send another message as soon as I can," she added, getting into the spirit of the deception. "And I'll end it with not to worry, I'm in good hands."
 
   "It could work." Mohawk puffed with enthusiasm for the lie that wasn't a lie and just as quickly deflated. "I'm duty bound."
 
   "You're duty bound to keep me safe. You can't do that if you're headed to Mishra and I'm headed somewhere else. If it makes you feel any better, I'll tell them you tried but I flatly refused. Mira knows how stubborn I can be. Just ask her how many times she tried to get me to do something I shouldn't."
 
   "You shouldn't do this either," he grumbled, "But I don't think they'd like it if I trussed you up like an unlucky thief, so we'll do it your way."
 
   "I call it settled. Come, zinny miku, we'll take a final look at our meteoric mess of a moon hopper while the rest of them settle the details." Posy offered his arm to Truca and, sensing her hesitancy, immediately withdrew it. "So sorry, Truca. I..."
 
   "No, don't. They took away...No," she said and reached for his arm before she changed course. "I won't let them take away this."
 
   Wynne turned her head so Truca wouldn't see her burning eyes. She caught Ish watching the pair.
 
   "Don't you ever call her weak," she warned the Osana woman.
 
   "I never have," Ish shot back. "Soft isn't always weak. You would do well to remember that."
 
   Posy and Truca were almost to the door when both Wynne and Tor called, "Wait."
 
   Tor ran his hand up over his bristly skull with a sigh that begged for patience. "More orders?" he asked. "More plans to remake?"
 
   "Oh, no, I think we're finished with that. I just wanted to say that before you get busy, you need to eat breakfast. Give me a few minutes and I'll fry up some of that meat."
 
   Everyone took seats around the table, though Tor was last.
 
   "If she's going to be a member of this crew, she needs to earn her keep," Ish said to the others. "I say we make her the cook. It beats the shit we usually eat and she'll be gods damned useless anywhere else."
 
   "Not entirely useless in one particular place." Posy blew a kiss to Tor.
 
   Pointing to the giant with the knife she was using to slice the unidentifiable meat, Wynne smiled sweetly. "Do you like my cooking, Posy?"
 
   "I do indeed. None of us have the talent for it."
 
   "Then if you expect to benefit from my talent, I'll expect you to curb your smartass remarks. Got it?"
 
   Ish surprised her again. "First lesson learned. Use whatever weapons you have at hand."
 
   "So, is that what you call ass chewing?" Truca after they'd eaten and she was ready to go back to work.
 
   "Not exactly, but it got the job done."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   If the escape pod was a coffin, the moon hopper was a flying soup can. To allow for the additional weight, two of the three seats had been removed along with the interior walls. Noodles of wire and cable ran along the walls attached to random boxes and gauges flashing lights and unreadable messages. Wynne shared the floor with Ish and Mohawk. They were tied in place with heavy straps, and wore light weight jumpsuits and clear plastic bags over their heads that fit so closely they reminded her of the bags her mother had warned her about when she was a child.
 
   "Don't ever put one over your head. You'll suffocate and die."
 
   These bags were actually helmets that conformed to the shape of the head and sealed below the chin. A hard ridge that ran down the center of the face kept them from touching eyes, nose, and mouth. Spidery legs of tubing ran from a round and pulsating ball that clung to the ceiling above them. The ends of the legs were attached to the helmets and provided air to breathe, but with her mother's suffocation warning foremost in her mind, Wynne had all she could do to breathe slowly as instructed and not rip the hood off.
 
   No one spoke, another conservation method, and her legs were cramped by the time they arrived. They barely had time to unload before Tor was heading back to the Devil's Den to retrieve Truca, Posy and a second load of goods.
 
   "Don't go wandering off on your own. Stay close to Ish and Mohawk and whatever Ish tells you to do, don't argue. Do it."
 
   That was Tor's romantic goodbye when he'd dropped the three of them off miles away from their destination. Granted, he'd been hovering three feet off the ground in the moon hopper, doors raised like a second set of wings, when he called her over. And time was of the essence, but still, he could have followed it with something better than a pat on the head and an avuncular wink. Forget the kiss. She'd have been happy with an apology.
 
   He'd lied to her. Twice. Maybe it was a lie by omission, and maybe it was with the best of intentions, but he still lied. It made her feel like she was back on Earth where everyone tried to protect 'poor Wynne' from the truth. She was tired of being poor Wynne.
 
   Ish led them not toward the dark shape of the city in the distance, but perpendicular to the direct route. They slogged through gritty silt the way one would slog through powdery snow. The breeze was constant, but did nothing to relieve the heat. It did, however, help disperse the cloud of fine grit stirred up by their feet.
 
   Walking became easier when they climbed over a low barrier and onto a stone roadway cleared by suction vents placed strategically along the way. They were the only ones on the road.
 
   "The full moons draw the outlanders in to the southern market. Most offworlders enter through the east gate where the spaceport lies. If it wasn't for the need to ship their produce off world, most of the local growers would be happy to see Celos burn to the ground," Ish told them before issuing her list of warnings to Wynne for the third time. Don't raise your head too high. Keep your cloak wrapped tightly. Don't let anyone too close. Don't answer if spoken to.
 
   "Aren't you forgetting don't take candy from strangers and don't follow dirty old men into the bushes to find their lost puppies. I'm not a child, Ish."
 
   "Have you ever been to Celos before?"
 
   "No, but..."
 
   "Then shut your mouth and pay attention," the Osana said harshly. "The Galactic Confederation has laws against slavery. That doesn't mean slavery doesn't exist. Your people are new. That makes you unique. For the Godan, some of you are GCP, but for others, you'd be a prize to add to their collection, something to display to their friends. You could end up as one of the lucky ones, but you'd still be a slave."
 
   "It can't be that bad if Tor brought Truca here," Wynne argued.
 
   "He didn't take her into the section of the marketplace where we'll be entering. He'd never bring her through the west gate. He thinks he's protecting her." Ish made it clear she didn't agree. She then stopped and pointed to the massive stone walls looming ahead. "There it is and that dark spot is the west gate. Stop here for a moment. We need to get you shrouded up."
 
   Celos was not the space age city of Wynne's imagination. There were no needle shaped spires shooting heavenward, no saucer shaped constructions precariously balanced on central pillars too slender looking to hold such weight, no steel beamed fans, or molded shells, or glass cube architecture. There were, however, several flying conveyances zipping by overhead and boxes, hundreds of oblong boxes built of grey stone and dun colored brick. They were piled one atop the other like children's snap together building blocks. 
 
   Some were small and square with a business area below and living quarters above. Some were large and sprawling and laid in a brick pattern so that the overhanging floor of one floor of one level formed a covered patio for the floor below. None looked more than four stories tall.
 
   In some of the adobe type structures along the main road, the street side of the floor above ground level was open to the street to show off the goods and services available in the shops below beneath frayed and faded awnings. Some of those goods were people in various states of undress. Their services were hawked by others in pale blue robes and the demonstrations were lewdly detailed. The sex trade was apparently big business in Celos.
 
   Wynne had no problem keeping her head bowed and her hair down to either side to cover her face. The rough blanket Ish cut to size and insisted she put on before they entered the city served as hood and cape to cover the rest of her. What the blanket didn't cover, her old skirt did. Ish walked on her right side, curved sword unsheathed. Her malicious smile was an effective warning to any who dared approach. She would enjoy killing them it said. 
 
   Wynne hadn't understood why Tor thought Truca needed protection. Now, she did. If the compound had been the Devil's Den, this place was his playground.
 
   "I can see why Tor didn't bring Truca through here, Ish. A young girl shouldn't be subjected to this," she admitted after another drunken fool made a grab for her cape to see what lay beneath. He sobered quickly when Mohawk's hand at his throat cut off his air supply and lay gasping in the street when Mohawk let him go.
 
   Ish's look said that Wynne was as stupid as Tor. "If a venomous serpent shares your land, you don't hide your children from it. You teach them where it lives and how to kill it. Survival depends on recognizing that which will kill you." She was too busy watching the crowds to point, but Wynne knew the slight lift of the woman's head was for the second story performers. "That would kill Truca. Or you."
 
   "But not you?"
 
   Ish didn't turn to look at her, but Wynne could see the edges of her mouth. Like the one Ish offered to passersby, the smile wasn't friendly.
 
   "No, not me. They would know me for what I am, the more dangerous serpent."
 
   "Gotta love the woman," Mohawk snorted. He walked to Wynne's left. He carried a long and heavy looking firing weapon that looked like it could take out an army. If Wynne felt like she was suffocating in the heat beneath her bed sheet robe, Mohawk had to be dying of it under the vest he'd found in the Devil's Den. Made of heavy looking leather, it encased his torso and made his body look like a barrel with legs.
 
   "Isn't that a bit of overkill?" Wynne had asked when he'd strapped it on.
 
   "No. It'll protect me while I protect you," he said as he handed her a wicked looking knife in a sheath that would strap to her thigh. "If anyone gets past me, don't hesitate. Use it."
 
   Wynne switched her bag to her left hand to keep her right hand near the hilt. Looking around at the throng of people surrounding them, she began to think that maybe Mohawk was right. A little body protection wouldn't hurt. Everyone she saw was armed in one way or another. The smell of unwashed bodies, odd smelling smoke and stale beer filled the air.
 
   They'd walked for hours through the fading light toward the wall that surrounded the city. Wynne carried a cloth satchel filled with clothing. It wasn't all that heavy, but by the time they reached the gate, her arm was aching with its weight. She could only imagine what Ish and Mohawk's burdens felt like. Both carried heavy packs on their backs. Neither showed any discomfort.
 
   Ish led them to the heart of the western market where the narrow central road opened into a plaza complete with a fountain at its center. The surrounding stalls looked better kept. Their awnings flapped bright and colorful in the breeze. The rancid smells were replaced with more interesting ones. The crowd here was better dressed and cleaner smelling.
 
   Above them, vehicles similar in size and shape to the skitts the military used sped back and forth among the rooftops. They were known as street skimmers, though they operated far above the narrow streets. There was barely room for a handcart to maneuver near the ground. She found the high tech transportation incongruous against the almost medieval feel of the market below.
 
   Relieved to be free of the vulgar displays, Wynne pulled her makeshift hood forward to better hide her face so she could look up and out over the scene. It reminded her of pictures she'd seen of bazaars in exotic places she never believed she'd visit. The water shooting upward from the fountain and cascading into the pool beneath cooled the air around it. She turned her face toward it to catch a bit of the refreshing mist. At the sight of the statues posed at the center of the fountain, she stumbled to a stop.
 
   Statues of naked men and women were found at the center of fountains everywhere. They were art and only the most prudish would find them offensive. Wynne was no prude. Figures of children playing in the water were common and the little boys depicted often peed water into the pools with the innocence of childhood. Who could take umbrage at that? Certainly not Wynne.
 
   The figures at the center of this fountain scene were not children and the acts they represented pushed art to its limits.
 
   "Welcome to Celos," Ish snickered. "Where nothing is illegal and everything can be had for a price."
 
   "Is it all like this?"
 
   "The southern market looks more like the open markets you see everywhere, though some of the produce is unique. Don't eat anything that I haven't purchased. And keep your head down," the Osana woman ordered.
 
   Wynne tried, but it was hard when there were so many curiosities on display. Some she recognized. Others she didn't. Some made her cringe, like the one offering Danian boar testicles. A hairy blob the size of a grapefruit sat on a tray between two men who were haggling over the price.
 
   "What do they do with them?" she asked in a horrified whisper.
 
   "What do you think they do?" Mohawk asked in return and without the need to lower his voice. "You eat 'em. Makes the old widow whacker stand up and take notice for the whole night."
 
   "Does it work?"
 
   "Only if you eat 'em raw."
 
   Ish snickered. "Ever try them?"
 
   "Of course not," he answered, clearly affronted. "What kind of Perithian would I be if I did?"
 
   Ish huffed with disgust when Mohawk made them stop at a stall that carried strange looking weapons. She shifted impatiently, eyes roving over the crowd while the old Perithian bargained for a two bladed weapon with what looked like brass knuckles at the center of the adjoining blades.
 
   "Always wanted one of these," he said happily after he found the one that fit his grip and the deal was done. He flipped it this way and that using the finger holes at the center. He made stabbing motions turning the blade to suit his imaginary attack. He looked like a kid with a new toy, but Wynne knew Mohawk didn't play with his weapons. He was practicing.
 
   "What have you there?" a woman called out from the stall at the corner. She was dressed in a blue flowered dress that hung from jeweled pins at her shoulders and tented over the rotund body beneath. The flesh beneath her arms hung loose and flapped with each gesture of her hands. Heavy gold earrings hung from lobes that matched her ears in size. Her skin was a deep reddish brown, dry and cracked with age and sun.
 
   Her color, her long, narrow nose, and her sharply pointed chin were replicated in the two younger men who stood behind her, arms folded, feet spread, and looking bored. Both were heavyset, but unlike the woman, time had not turned them to fat and flab. Their arms were thickly muscled.
 
   She sounded friendly enough. "How much is it worth?"
 
   "More than a Greckin's gonads." Mohawk laughed. He sounded friendly, too. After tucking his new toy away, he picked up a large silver pin with a light blue stone at the center. He weighed it in his hand, turned it over, and inspected the back.
 
   "Fine quality," he said, "From a fine woman."
 
   "It's a fine man who recognizes quality when he sees it."
 
   They began a conversation that was filled with Mohawk's flattery and all about the jewelry business.
 
   Good God, Mohawk was flirting. Wynne knew for a fact the man had no use for jewelry. Flowers or candy, either, if it came to that.
 
   "Waste of good money," he'd told her once. "Fill 'em with liquor and fuck 'em till they smile, that's my motto."
 
   She'd always known he never lacked for female company, but she'd always wondered why. She'd grown to love him because beneath the bluster, he was a good man, but she'd never seen the sexual attraction women found in him. Mohawk wasn't handsome, and the Lord knew he had no charm, yet every time he said he was off to the alehouse to get his 'rod polished', he didn't return until midmorning the next day. And she knew some of the women he'd spent the night with. Not all of them were old or desperate.
 
   Wynne wanted to interrupt, to make it clear that this wasn't the time to think about getting his dingle dangled, or whatever today's euphemism was. But she couldn't, not without giving herself away. She wondered why Ish didn't say something.
 
   "I can engrave a gold collar to mark her as yours," the woman was saying with a nod toward Wynne. "A diamond for her navel or a place of your choosing. Earrings, nose rings, nipple rings, whatever you wish. We can pierce or embed as you choose. For a few credits more, we can brand her in gold. Or," she added with a wink, "I can take her off your hands for a reasonable sum."
 
   "Damn shame that it is, she's not for sale."
 
   The woman laughed at that. "This is Celos. Everything is for sale. Why don't you bring her in where you and I can have a look in private? If she's worth it, I'll offer a fair price and take her off your hands. Then we can find a way to celebrate our good fortune." She jiggled her pendulous breasts suggestively and then motioned to the display of jewelry on her table. "After all, stone is easier to defend than flesh and worth more in the end."
 
   "Not if the flesh is mine," Mohawk countered with a wink.
 
   Did he just pump his hips? Wynne was saved from retching when Ish interrupted the gag inducing display.
 
   "The sale's already made," she said impatiently. "If you want her, talk with Honarie."
 
   With her head bowed and her eyes rolled painfully upward, Wynne could see the stance of the men behind the stall keeper shift slightly at the name. They became more alert. Their eyes shifted to Wynne and she shut her own. There was more going on here than she understood. Whatever game Mohawk and Ish were playing, she wouldn't jeopardize it, but she felt its humiliation. They were talking about buying and selling her as if she were no more than the silver pin Mohawk had held in his hand.
 
   If she felt this way knowing it was a ruse, how much worse it must be for the Brides Brigade when for them it was real.
 
   She didn't have to see the woman's face to know the name affected her, too. The change was in her tone. "Honarie? Why would he buy? He gets his women for nothing and he never keeps them for long."
 
   "Not my business what he does with her," Ish answered. "I get paid to deliver the goods and collect the balance and time is like credits. We don't have any to waste. Do you know where we can find him? We're a day early and we have another job waiting if we can get there in time."
 
   The jeweler answered readily. "The Dagger and Sheath. He was there last night and he'll be there every night that he's in town. It was a shock, I can tell you that. We thought he was dead. We haven't seen him in years." She snapped her fingers. "And then last night, there he was just like old times. He was sitting at the same old table, lording it over the rest of us just like he always did, buying rounds for the boot lickers, and boasting how he's about to make a deal that will set him up for life. He didn't say anything about her, but she's part of that deal, isn't she." It wasn't a question.
 
   She leaned across the table and with finger extended toward Wynne's face, lifted the blanket hood. It was so sudden, Wynne didn't have a chance to draw back. Mohawk's hand flashed out and caught the woman's wrist. The two guards drew weapons, but Ish was faster.
 
   "How much is your mother's hand worth?" she asked. The curved edge of her blade lay across the woman's arm an inch above Mohawk's hand. A trickle of blood leaked from beneath the razor sharp edge.
 
   "Now, now," the stall keeper said with a falsely jovial chuckle. "I only wanted to see what finally caught old Honarie's eye. You can't blame an old lady for trying."
 
   "I can." With her free hand, Ish lifted the blanket edge back into place. She eyed the two guards as she withdrew her blade. "You should teach your sons that size isn't enough. They should be better prepared."
 
   "They won't make the mistake again," the jeweler glared at her sons. Her words were conciliatory, but there was anger there, too. "I meant no harm," she told Ish. "Honarie is no friend of mine. He owes me five hundred credits and refuses to pay. If you want him, his table is at the back. He likes to be close to the kitchen. He never comes in early. It's his way of saying he's better than us. He can drink all night and sleep all day. He doesn't have to get up in the morning to earn his living."
 
   "She meant no harm." Mohawk's grip turned to hand holding. He rubbed his thumb over her wrist. "Ladies are always curious about what lies beneath the covers. Hmmm? Never know what kind of whoopie-whacker might be winking at you." He handed her a credit tag he dug from his pocket. "Take fifty to help ease your loss. If he's there, we'll owe you a whole lot more. If you're there, I'll be sure to pay it off. We both can celebrate."
 
   The woman snatched the tag from his hand before he could change his mind. "She must be valuable if you can afford to offer that."
 
   "Oh, she is," he said with a sly and inviting look, "But I value experience more."
 
   They agreed upon a time.
 
   "You don't really think she fell for your bullshit, do you?" Ish asked as they walked away from the booth.
 
   "Of course she did." It was hard to tell if he meant it. "Did she think I fell for hers? That's what matters."
 
   "I think she did. We need to be ready."
 
   "Wait." Wynne stopped and glanced around to make sure no one was watching. "What the hell are you two talking about?"
 
   Mohawk was twirling the double bladed knife again. "Our meeting at the Dagger and Sheath."
 
   "Do you really think Honarie will be there?"
 
   The idea excited her. If they could find Honarie, they could find Tor's ship and finding that would lead them to the kidnapped women. She'd had hours to think about this on their silent ride from the Devil's Den and those thoughts began to coalesce with Ish's comments on slavery. Tor was focused on his ship and crew. They were important, but their rescue did nothing to prove their innocence. Those women were the key.
 
   "Honarie? No, but that woman and her two worm burpers will be." He made a loose fist and jerked it up and down to explain the term.
 
   "You're disgusting," Wynne told him, but she giggled before she asked her next question. "Then other than your perverted love life, what's the purpose of this meeting? If you know she's lying about Honarie..."
 
   "I don't think she was." Ish began moving again, taking them down one side street and then another. The place was a rabbit's warren of overlapping buildings, alleys, and dead ends. "She hates him. That part was real, and seeing him at the Dagger and Sheath makes sense. We knew he'd have to wait for repairs. Both Honarie and Orax are braggarts. To brag, you need an audience. He'll either be there, or she knows where to find him."
 
   "Then why didn't you just ask?"
 
   Mohawk and Ish exchanged a look and a laugh.
 
   "It's not her fault," the Perithian said. "She's been sheltered."
 
   "Or she's stupid."
 
   "Not everyone has an ulterior motive, you know. Maybe I'm just a good person who doesn't look for a conspiracy in every conversation."
 
   "Naive."
 
   "Oblivious."
 
   "None of the above," Wynne shouted though her voice never rose above a whisper. "I'm not stupid, naive, or oblivious, and I don't want to be sheltered. I'm inexperienced, and neither of you are helping by making fun of me. Just tell me what the fuck's going on."
 
   Mohawk looked shocked. "You never say that word."
 
   "That doesn't mean I don't think it. A lot lately," she added.
 
   One side of Ish's face lifted in the Osana equivalent of a human sucking in their cheeks. "The jeweler wouldn't have told us if we'd asked. It's a setup. Her sons will be waiting for us outside the Dagger and Sheath." She waited and watched Wynne's face, and got what she expected. She laughed. "Maybe not so stupid. You're thinking that word again."
 
   Wynne admitted it with a nod. "She wants the deal for herself. She wants to be the one who gets the best of the bargain against Honarie and a lot of money besides." They started moving again. "She's going to be disappointed when she finds out I'm not worth anything to Honarie."
 
   "Oh, but you are."
 
   They turned down another alley so narrow they could barely walk three abreast. They were halfway along its length when they were confronted with a vehicle plummeting from a building's roof. It fell so fast, Wynne screeched with the coming crash. There wasn't one.
 
   The vehicle bounced on a cushion of air no more than a foot from the ground and sped toward them with no sign of slowing. There was nowhere to go to get out of the way. Ish and Mohawk ducked and braced their hands against the ground ready for the gust of wind that would accompany the vehicle as it brushed past them overhead. If it wasn't for them pulling her down with them, Wynne would have been hit.
 
   As it was, the gust sent her flying backward onto her ass and left her sitting in the dirt, hand to chest, and waiting for the heart attack to arrive.
 
   "Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. What was that?"
 
   "Someone in a hurry."
 
   "The hairy ball bag almost took my horns." Mohawk patted the stumpy nubs with affection. "How would I fuck without my horns?"
 
   "Please don't ask," Ish said to Wynne.
 
   Wynne's relieved laugh was cut off when another vehicle followed the first, but this time they were ready for it and flattened themselves against the ground. The driver of the second was not as skilled as the first. The vehicle careened against the building leaving a shower of sparks and chunks of falling brick in its wake. The driver overcorrected, shattered a bank of small windows along the opposite side, and tilted dangerously before flying off. The frightened screams of the buildings' occupants echoed from inside as it passed over their prone bodies.
 
   A rainbow of blue and yellow light shined from behind the buildings and grew steadily brighter.
 
   "Run!"
 
   Ish grabbed Wynne's hand and started to sprint before Wynne found firm footing. She stumbled, lost her hold on her shawl, and with it tangled in her feet, almost fell. The Osana didn't stop. She dragged Wynne behind her, lifting her arm high over her head to keep Wynne's knees from scraping. She used the shadows along the wall as cover until she reached a dark archway and turned in.
 
   Mohawk thundered behind them, the heavy contents of his backpack rattling with the pounding of his feet.
 
   They entered a long hallway, dark but for the faint lights shining dimly above a series of sturdy looking doors. Ish stopped at the last of these. She used the hilt of her sword to pound against the iron banded wood. Three knocks. A pause. Two knocks. Another pause. Four knocks.
 
   "What's wrong? Where are we?" Fear and her lurching run had left her panting for breath.
 
   "Shh." A reprimand and an order. Ish began the knocking again. On the two knock pause, a small rectangular panel in the door slid open.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   "Ish!" Just that one word and the panel slid closed. A succession of locks was unbolted and the door opened.
 
   Ish pushed inside and began slamming locks back into place as soon as Mohawk cleared it.
 
   "Peacekeepers," was Ish's terse greeting.
 
   "Peacekeepers? Here? Where's Tor?" The woman's soft voice cracked with concern. "The others?" she added as if to deny she cared only for him.
 
   Ish was already moving along the short corridor. "Safe for now. This is Mohawk and Wynne. They're ours. You know about our troubles?"
 
   "Some. Come. If they're here, we haven't much time."
 
   Wynne had no chance to see the woman's face, but if her figure and clothing were any indication, she would be lovely. Not much taller than Wynne, but oh so slender, she wore a long tunic colored with a dozen different shades of green. It fell to her trim ankles and was slit up the sides to the tops of her thighs. Beneath it, she wore a pair of trousers, deep green and silken, that swayed and clung to her shapely legs as she walked. Her hair was as dark as Wynne's and woven into an intricate design that drew it upward into a lustrous crown of curls. Iridescent earrings that caught all the colors of the tunic hung from delicately formed ears. All this could be seen through the head covering she wore. It, too, was deep green, but so sheer it covered her like a cloud trimmed in a wide band of gold lace.
 
   The whole outfit was a study in understated elegance and expensive taste. It shimmered subtly in the light of the open doors they passed. There weren't many; a bedroom, beautiful and feminine, a small kitchen with something that smelled delicious bubbling on the stove, and a closed door that Wynne assumed was the bath.
 
   "Are they searching for you?" the woman asked in the same soft voice.
 
   "Not directly, but they won't mind finding us."
 
   They entered a large workroom that Wynne immediate recognized as a seamstress's. The machines were different than Mrs. Pulaski's back home, but there was no mistaking the spools of thread set on rows of pegs along one wall. Beneath them, other, larger spools held yards of lace, strings of pearls, and other expensive looking trimmings. Bolts of cloth were neatly stacked on shelve beneath the thread and trim. Other, more expensive looking fabrics hung from racks.
 
   The woman went to the corner that held a computer console. Her fingers flew over the keys and pictures rose into the air. Two were of the alley, the pictures still clear in the dying light of day. Uniformed figures stood at attention at either end. There was another picture of the hallway through the arch though little could be seen except the soft glow above each doorway. The fourth picture was of a narrow street lined with shops, all closed with windows dark. More uniformed figures walked in both directions, though none looked as if they were searching.
 
   "No doubt they have sentries on the rooftops as well. No one will be allowed to leave. It matters little. They won't find you here and Tor will be warned by the lights. You know the way. The young one stays with me."
 
   "No she won't." Mohawk looked ready for a fight.
 
   The woman looked to Ish and though Wynne still couldn't see her face, she'd bet the woman's eyebrows were raised at his rudeness.
 
   "Ish trusts her, Mohawk," Wynne intervened. 
 
   "He's a friend," Ish said at the same time. "She's Tor's."
 
   "I'm not..."
 
   "I want to know why," Mohawk insisted.
 
   "Because my face no longer has power. Hers does, and we need it. We're wasting time. Get settled and don't come out unless I call." With no more explanation, she grabbed Wynne's hand and moved back the way they'd come.
 
   "Do exactly what Alamandria says, Wynne," Ish called after them and then she laughed. "You wanted experience."
 
   Wynne barely heard her. She was trying to concentrate on Alamandria without appearing to stare.
 
   The head covering the woman wore was draped low on her forehead. A square of the same fabric though not so sheer, covered her nose and the lower half of her face. It too, was trimmed across the bottom in gold lace. Darkly lined and thickly lashed eyes looked out above the exotic looking mask that wasn't enough to disguise the ravages Alamandria's face had suffered.
 
   The woman's hands and face were badly scarred. Fire or acid had burned away whatever beauty she once had.
 
   Alamandria stopped at the closed door which was as Wynne suspected, a bathroom. It was as old as the building. The sink was made from a single block of stone. The toilet, too, was stone, a cylindrical throne with a hole in the center. Wynne wondered how or if it flushed. Newer stone tiles covered an area where a tub once stood. A shower type stall shaped like a cartoon rocket ship filled the space now, but there was no shower head. It was a cleanser. High tech plumbing had come to Celos.
 
   Alamandria reached in, made some adjustments, and stepped back. "I've set the timer. We have no time to waste," she said.
 
   Then why were they wasting precious minutes on a supersonic shower?
 
   "Hurry. Get those clothes off. You smell like the streets." She left the room, closing the door behind her.
 
   Wynne gave a mental shrug. Ish ordered her to do as she was told. She stripped off her clothes and stepped in.
 
   Of all the amazing things the Godan brought with them to Earth, the cleanser was Wynne's favorite. It was fast and efficient and after years of shaving her legs with death hazard razors – when they could find them and when they had enough soap and water to spare – the little green button that removed everything from the neck down in a flash of light was like a miracle from heaven. By pressing a series of buttons, in less than five minutes she was clean from top to toe.
 
   She stepped from the cleanser and found a silky blue robe where she'd left her clothes. Beneath it she found the knife and sheath Ish had given her. She strapped it on and then slipped the robe over her head, or half a robe, she realized when she settled it into place. The front and back panels were solid swaths of fabric that looked and felt like raw silk. The standup collar opened at the base of her throat in a placket that ended just below her breasts. There were no fastenings, which made her uneasy about how much would be revealed, but not nearly as uncomfortable as she felt about the sides of the robe. The diaphanous fabric would leave little to the imagination. The only thing that saved it from being completely see-through was that it was heavily gathered. The sleeves were sheer, too, and would offer little coverage. She would have to move very carefully if she wanted to keep her exposure to a minimum. Wynne wasn't a prude, but she wasn't about to give Mohawk a peep show either.
 
   Alamandria was waiting in the hall. "Hurry. We have little time and much to do. They have just entered the archway."
 
   Wynne followed behind her, trying to keep the front panel of the robe in place while keeping the now billowing sides from revealing too much.
 
   "Stop fussing. The robe is alluring. Your flapping hands are not."
 
   They were in the workroom again and Wynne could have sworn she heard Ish laugh, but neither the Osana woman nor Perithian were there. "Where are they? Where did they go?"
 
   "What you do not know, your eyes can't tell. They are safe as you will be if you do what you are told. Sit, face to me, and listen."
 
   They'd entered another room, a world away from the plainly furnished shop. Like Alamandria's clothes, this room was implied money and sophistication. The walls were covered in cloth, the chandelier and sconces dripped with crystal, deep blue carpet covered the floor. The chairs and sofas were free formed and comfortable looking. Dark and sleekly shaped mannequins showed off elegant gowns that were reflected from all angles in the multi paneled mirror at the far end of the room. At the other end and filling one corner, where Wynne was directed to sit, was a dressing table filled with jars and bottles.
 
   Alamandria went to work with creams and powders and pencils. She made Wynne keep her eyes closed and like an artist at work, shushed her when her subject interrupted her concentration with questions.
 
   "We will talk later. For now, you must listen. Your name is Piatchu. It means tiny one. Say it."
 
   "Pee-at-chew."
 
   "No. Softer. Make it sound like you wish to be perceived; soft, sensual, Piatchu."
 
   Wynne snorted. "Soft and sensual isn't me unless you mean soft as in plump." Whatever tool Alamandria was using smacked against her cheek. Hard. "Ow!" Wynne's hand went to the spot and was slapped away.
 
   "Do not touch and do not make that sound again. There is nothing soft and sensual about it. And do not tell me you are not soft and sensual. You are if you believe you are and you must believe it to convince others. Now say your name again and believe."
 
   Believe? Wynne couldn't, but she could pretend. She'd always been good at that. She took a deep breath and pretended she was someone else.
 
   "Pee-ah- shew."
 
   "Much better." Alamandria used a small brush to dab something sticky onto Wynne's forehead.
 
   She paused in her work and her sigh made Wynne take the chance of peeking through her heavily mascaraed lashes. Alamandria was staring past her to the mirror behind the dressing table.
 
   "You are Piatchu," Alamandria whispered in a dreamy voice. "You have been taken in by a great man who enjoys the innocent pleasures of the young. It is what he sees in you, the soft and sensual. It is something you do not yet see in yourself. He will teach you and you will enjoy the learning. He will show you the value of kindness. He will not keep you for long, but he will be good to you and see you on your way to a life you have only dreamed of. He will give you the means and the training to become a mordata cosma and people will know who you are. You will never be that poor young woman without family or friends again."
 
   Wynne covered the scarred hands folded in the woman's lap with her own work roughened ones. Alamandria blinked and with a sharp shake to her shoulders came back to the present, but she didn't pull her hands away. Instead, she turned them and clasped Wynne's.
 
   "That is who you must be. Piatchu, a new and untrained mordata cosma. You may look hesitant, but not fearful. You must keep your eyes downcast, but you may smile shyly as you nod your answers. You will not speak except to say your name. If you cannot answer, you will look to me and I will answer for you." Through the woman's mask, Wynne saw the smile that was reflected in Alamandria's eyes. "Now close your eyes and let me finish my work. The Peacekeeper will be here at any minute."
 
   The Peacekeeper, not the peacekeepers. Wynne wasn't sure what that meant, but knew there was more going on here than a simple disguise. Ish said Alamandria could be trusted and Wynne trusted Ish. She would do her best to play the role she'd been given.
 
   Alamandria finished painting Wynne's lips, added a dusting of something to her cheeks and then the peacekeepers were pounding on the door.
 
   "I have done what I can. One quick look and then I must let them in. Do not touch the gems. The adhesive isn't dry."
 
   Wynne gasped when she saw the woman in the mirror. She wasn't sure who that woman was, but she looked nothing like the Wynne she knew. The woman in the mirror was striking in a very alien way. In less than half an hour, Alamandria had transformed her into an exotic beauty.
 
   Her hair was as she always wore it, parted in the middle, and pulled back into a chignon at the base of her neck, but that was where the similarity ended. A band of gemstones dipped gracefully from her temples and peaked at the center of her forehead where a large teardrop of brilliant ruby red 'hung'. Tiny jewels, sparkling like diamonds, arched over her brows accenting her kohl lined and darkly shadowed eyes. Alamandria's artwork had changed their shape, too, drawing them up and out at the corners.
 
   Her nose, which she'd always though too large, was somehow less pronounced, and marked with a miniscule dot of gold above the flare of the nostril. Heavy earrings hung from her ears, the shapes and colors of the stones matched those that adorned her face.
 
   Her winter sallow skin was now a smooth and glowing bronze. Her lips were painted to match the ruby gem. They were full and pouting and yes, kissable.
 
   Wynne puckered up and blew the image in the mirror a kiss.
 
   Alamandria laughed. "You see? It's inside you. You only have to call it out. Now come, before that bastard peacekeeper has them break my door down. You will be standing in the center of the workroom when we enter." She patted Wynne's cheek. "You will be fine if you keep this feeling you have found. Relax, keep your head bowed, and let the robe do its work."
 
   Let the robe do its work? Wynne walked toward the mirror at the other end of the room to see the full effect of her transformation. Reality stepped in and slapped the fantasy right out of the picture. She wasn't that exotic woman in the mirror. She was Wynne, shy, and quiet, and awkward Wynne. She couldn't be sexy and seductive. She didn't even know what that meant. She was practically a virgin for God's sake. She'd only had sex with one man for one night.
 
   But what a night it was. She'd only felt shy and awkward for a minute. That feeling left the moment she saw the look in Tor's eyes and was replaced by something glorious and unexplainable. He saw her as no one else had ever seen her. He saw her as soft and sensual. He made her feel sexy and seductive.
 
   She closed her eyes and touched the bracelet he'd given her. She imagined Tor was there. She felt his lips against her neck. She felt his mouth against her breast. She heard him moan as her mouth discovered him.
 
   Her eyes snapped open in surprise. This wasn't about how she reacted to Tor. It was about how he reacted to her, the pleasant sense of power she felt when she saw the sheet covering his lap tent up with interest. She did that. She made Tor sit up and take notice.
 
   She giggled at the joke and took a deep breath. The raw silk of the robe's panel felt rough against her breast. It reminded her of Tor's rough skinned hands. The filmy fabric whispered along her sides and hips recalling Tor's breath when he blew over the dampness left behind after he kissed those same places.
 
   Wynne didn't understand Alamandria's motives, but she knew that this, too, was for Tor, and her job was to protect Mohawk and Ish from discovery.
 
   With one last touch to the bracelet to keep Tor in her mind, she walked into the workroom.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Because of the race's mythology, her sister was convinced that the Godan visited Earth a thousand years ago. Seeing the man looking about the room as if he was viewing a pig sty, Wynne thought Mira's estimate might be a thousand years off, give or take a few hundred. She'd seen that uniform in her high school history books, right down to the lightning bolts on his jacket collar and the jackboots on his feet. He wasn't wearing jodhpurs and the fabrics were finer than the heavy wool used on Earth, but the effect was the same.
 
   Or maybe it was the man wearing it. He was Godan, tall, as most of the Godan she'd met were, and thin. His hair was light brown and precisely combed into place. It was cut longer on top than on the sides, making his face look longer and narrower than it already was. Everything about him was narrow; his nose, his eyes, his mouth. He stood erect at constant attention, narrow, precise, and unyielding. Even so, he might have been handsome if he shed his supercilious look.
 
   Hitler's SS would have rejected his alien looks, but recognized his superior scorn.
 
   He brushed the nonexistent dust from the tabletop before laying his cap upon it.
 
   "It appears you are hiding someone." His eyes raked over Wynne as if she might be hiding that someone under her sheer robe. "Branching out into Midnight Ladies, are you?"
 
   It didn't take a translator to figure out that one or the sneer that went with it. Though she hadn't been staring directly, Wynne lowered her eyes a bit further so he couldn't see the embarrassment in them. She could do nothing about the flush that rose to her face.
 
   "If I was, Yatos, you still wouldn't be able to afford her."
 
   "Adjutant Yatos," he corrected. "We are not friends, madam, and you do not know what I can afford and what I cannot."
 
   "No, we were never friends, were we? Friends are chosen by mutual admiration and regard."
 
   "Be careful, Alamandria. I have the power to shut you down."
 
   "You do, and you may, but I will be open the next day."
 
   "Don't be so sure. I could charge you with encouraging illegal behavior. The investigation could take months."
 
   Alamandria laughed. "You'd have to charge half the businesses in Celos. To charge me falsely would only displease my clientele and their patrons. Not a wise move on your part, Adjutant Yatos."
 
   Yatos changed tactics. "Who is she?" he asked sharply.
 
   "She is a guest, here by the request of someone who is a friend, a longtime friend. I need not tell you who, but mark me, if you continue these insults, you will find out soon enough."
 
   Wynne wanted to watch this verbal sparring match, but she'd been instructed to keep her head bowed and eyes cast down. It should have been easy, since the man terrified her. His coldness permeated the room. But he was a snake and she need to know when he would strike.
 
   She compromised by keeping her head up and watching him through lowered lashes. It was a wise decision. If she hadn't seen him move, the click of those highly polished boots as he suddenly moved across the floor would have made her jump. Adjutant Yatos stood over her, intentionally violating her personal space, daring her to look up.
 
   The bastard wanted to see her fear. Unable to intimidate Alamandria, he'd chosen Wynne for his next victim. He began to circle her, his finger running over the tops of her breasts and continuing on over her arm and across her back.
 
   "Leave her alone, Yatos."
 
   The adjutant ignored Alamandria's warning. He stopped at Wynne's side and whispered in her ear. "Who are you?"
 
   "Piatchu," she answered. Her voice was deep and breathy with fear. She went on in perfect schoolbook Godan. "I am called Piatchu." And because it came out sounding hesitant, but not fearful, she rewarded herself with a little smile.
 
   Yatos removed his finger as if he'd been burned. "You lie," he accused.
 
   Wynne's eyes sought Alamandria's.
 
   "Does she? I told you she belonged to an old friend."
 
   Adjutant Yatos recovered quickly. "Yes, old and dead. They found his body days ago."
 
   Alamandria sagged under the weight of the news. Wynne reached out to steady her.
 
   "How? Where?" the woman whispered.
 
   Yatos looked pleased at the pain he'd caused. "You don't know? Didn't he tell you before he delivered your guest?"
 
   "He didn't deliver her. He sent her. We spoke by vid. I agreed to take her. His last Piatchu he called her." Alamandria's voice hitched at this last. "I didn't think he meant..." Obviously shaken by grief, the woman still managed to lie convincingly.
 
   "His days of power were numbered anyway," Yatos said callously. "All the old guard is moving on in one way or another, making room for the new. They've been standing in the way for far too long."
 
   "Your way, you mean."
 
   "I won't pretend his death saddens me," he said. "Though I would have preferred he did it quietly."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Senator Plincoff fell from his balcony in a drunken stupor."
 
   "No!" Her hand clutched Wynne's.
 
   "Yes. He had dinner with Senator Riegard who swore Plincoff was drunk when they parted," he said as if daring her to contradict the testimony.
 
   The sounds of the searchers had been subdued until then, so when a clatter and crash sounded from one of the other rooms, it was loud enough to make Wynne jump.
 
   "What are you looking for, Adjutant Yatos? Do you really think I would be so foolish as to hide something important with my pots and pans?" Alamandria asked tiredly.
 
   "No, but we must be thorough, mustn't we?"
 
   The officer began walking around the room, picking things up and laying them down while the noise of the search grew louder. He seemed to ignore the two women, but Wynne knew this game. Her father used to play it when she was little.
 
   He would prowl about the living room with his finger to his lips, warning his children to be quiet as if there was an intruder in the house. They knew he was playing a game, but they loved it. They'd sit, tense with anticipation, until Daddy would suddenly shout and scoop one of them into his arms eliciting gales of giggles. No matter how hard she tried to remain still, Wynne fell for it every time.
 
   Yatos wasn't playing for fun.
 
   "We search for the criminal, Tor." His voice was like a shot in the tense silence.
 
   Wynne gave him the response he sought. She startled and almost spoke in Tor's defense. Alamandria was faster. She didn't jump, she sneered at his stupidity.
 
   "You won't find him in my drawers or kitchen cupboards. He's much too large."
 
   Yatos pounced. "Then you admit you know him."
 
   Standing beside her, Wynne couldn't see the woman roll her eyes, but was sure she did. "Of course I admit it. Half of Celos knows him and the other half now claims to, though whether they'll admit it once you come knocking at their door is a question I cannot answer. What makes you think he's here?"
 
   "When did you last see him?"
 
   "About a year ago, I think." She waved her hand impatiently. "I can't give you a date, but the yearly rains had not started yet. It was hotter than Hadrid's Realm. He stopped by to say hello and pick up an order of gowns for a client on Passos IV. I don't know why you think he would come to Celos. There are too many here who would gladly turn him in if it meant a profit."
 
   "So much for loyalty among thieves," Wynne thought.
 
   "That's exactly what he would have us think and exactly why we're here." The adjutant smiled as if he'd scored a point. "We have an eye witness who saw him. We raided his lair across the way."
 
   "And found nothing." The seamstress's voice became bitter. "You never do."
 
   "We found plenty. Two small craft left just before we arrived. Someone told them we were coming." He said it like an accusation. "They left in a hurry. Incriminating evidence regarding the victims was left behind."
 
   The Brides Brigade was there, so close Wynne could have touched the spacecraft they were riding in. They hadn't been sold or at the very least, hadn't been delivered to those who'd purchased them. There was still time.
 
   "Then this is nothing more than harassment." Alamandria showed anger for the first time. "Your suspects have made their escape. You have no reason to search my home. It is only your anger at having failed that brings you here. I will lodge my objections with your superiors."
 
   "I have every reason to search. Tor and two of his cohorts were seen in the alley after the escape."
 
   How could anyone mistake one of their trio for Tor? It was ridiculous. Wide eyed in shock, and forgetting her instructions to keep her eyes down, Wynne's head snapped up to stare at the man. Immediately realizing her mistake, she turned to Alamandria, who covered the faux pas smoothly.
 
   She brought Wynne's hand up and patted it consolingly. "Do not fret, Piatchu. There is no danger here. Is there, Adjutant Yatos?"
 
   "None for those who are innocent of wrongdoing," he said evasively. He then turned to the doorway and shouted to those searching the other rooms. "You have two more rooms to search. Do it quickly."
 
   Four men entered and began systematically pulling the room apart. Bolts of cloth fell from their racks. Spools of thread went spinning across the floor. One of them skidded past Wynne's bare feet to land by the leg of a chair. The chair was upholstered with a skirt that fell six inches above the floor. Mohawk's pack lay half exposed to anyone who looked.
 
   Alamandria's jaws were clenched in anger at the unnecessary destruction she could do nothing to stop. Yatos was watching her with sneering satisfaction. Wynne knew she had to do something and quickly.
 
   Not bothering to hide her look of concern, she turned to Alamandria in a swirl of fabric that fully exposed the sheer side of her robe. The adjutant's eyes were immediately on her, watching her movement instead of where she was leading her mistress or the pack, now partially concealed by her robe, on the floor. With gentle pressure, she steered Alamandria to the chair. When she bent to settle the woman into it, the front panel of the robe fell forward as she intended it to. The naked outline of her body had to be visible.
 
   Her turn to console her hostess, Wynne made several reassuring gestures, all designed to keep the robe moving. When Wynne's body blocked the adjutant's view, the other woman took the opportunity to wink. Alamandria might not understand Wynne's purpose, but she played along, feigning distress and holding Wynne's palm affectionately to her cheek.
 
   Wynne sank to the floor next to Alamandria's legs as gracefully as she could. She spread her skirts wide to cover her curled legs. This not only spread the gathers of the diaphanous material which increased the fabric's sheerness, it also served to cover the fact that Wynne's seat was not the floor, but the lumpy and uncomfortable pack.
 
   Arms crossed on Alamandria's thigh to pillow her head, Wynne let the robe do its work while the room was searched. It almost worked too well. Adjutant Yatos had to continually admonish his men.
 
   "He's obviously not hiding under the women. Keep searching."
 
   Everything Wynne had heard about Godan men said they preferred women to be modestly dressed. Evidently that meant their women, not all women, because these men were enjoying the show. Wynne wasn't enjoying it at all. Her arms ached to cover herself, but it was imperative that the attention remain on her.
 
   Her tension compounded with each cupboard that was emptied and searched. Mohawk and Ish were hidden someplace, but where? It was only Alamandria's steady hand stroking her head that kept Wynne from full blown panic.
 
   When Yatos demanded the number sequence to open the lock of the trunk that sat beneath the cutting table, Wynne almost lost it. When they found the false bottom beneath the last layer of the fabric it held, she was sure they were caught.
 
   "What need has a seamstress for such a device, Alamandria? A place to hide contraband perhaps?" Yatos asked. He sounded triumphant, though the peacekeeper searching the trunk brought nothing out.
 
   "I often order fabrics worth a month of your pay, Yatos. My clients order jewelry to be delivered through me. I remind you once again that this is Celos. Everyone has a safety box. Only half of them are used for contraband. Finish your work and leave us alone."
 
   Wynne thought it odd that their search of the sales room was cursory. To her knowledge, there was no place to hide, but based on the damage done to the other rooms, she expected them to at least topple the mannequins and empty the contents of the bottles and jars on the floor.
 
   Adjutant Yatos actually clicked his heels and bowed directly to Wynne before he took his leave. He even offered her a piece of advice and what she thought might be an offer.
 
   "If you wish to make your way in this world, you are wasting your time with the old and the ugly. You need a patron who is on the rise and will take you with him." He handed her a small metal square with the Galactic Peacekeepers logo on the front.
 
   Wynne broke the rules again when she raised her eyes to his as she accepted the calling card. She offered him what she hoped was a sexy and seductive smile.
 
   "In your dreams, you pansy assed feather fucker," she thought. She still didn't know what one was, but it sounded like it fit. She bowed her head graciously in thanks. Feeling cocky, she added a kiss to the calling card and, having no pockets, tucked it into her hair.
 
   Yatos clicked his heels again, and marched from the room, a perfect pompous ass. His men scurried after him.
 
   The two women stayed where they were until they heard the door slam. Alamandria stood first and offered her hand to Wynne to help her rise.
 
   Wynne took the offer and once on her feet, rubbed her sore rear end. "I don't know what Mohawk has in that bag, but I'll probably carry the imprint of it for the next six months." She dug at robe, lifting it to reach the thigh of the leg she'd curled under her. "This thing has to go, too," she said of the knife and sheath. "It's like wearing a tourniquet. If Adolf Junior hadn't left when he did, I would have lost my leg to a lack of blood flow. Ow. Ow-ow." She hopped on one foot while the circulation was restored to the other.
 
   Alamandria clasped her hands and held them to her chest, clearly pleased. "You are a natural, Piatchu. You have the instincts and intelligence every mordata cosma needs. Your features are unique. Forget that arrogant pacra. Everyone will want you. I knew it the moment you walked in my door. You found that place within you. You lured Yatos into your web with your innocent seduction." Alamandria made the same gesture she had before. She cradled Wynne's cheek with the palm of her hand. "I will train you, guide you, and win you a contract with the best. Only the best for Piatchu. Together, we will go far." The dreamy voice was back. The former mordata cosma had found a way to relive her life through Wynne.
 
   Wynne hated to destroy the dream, but it would be crueler not to. "I'm not Piatchu, Alamandria. I'm plain old Wynne. I'm not meant to lead that life."
 
   "But look how you performed. You listened to..."
 
   "My sister's advice. To attract a guy's attention, all you have to do is show off a little tits and ass," Wynne quoted. "Your robe made that easy. Like you said, I just let it do the work, but I didn't enjoy it. Not one bit." She took the woman's hand in hers to soften the blow. "I'm so sorry about your Senator Plincoff. He must have meant a lot to you. And I'm sorry if you're disappointed in me, but your talent isn't mine."
 
   There was a grunt followed by the sound of wood snapping. Something heavy crashed down between the walls. A two toned string of foul words came next.
 
   "Get off me you gods damned Godan hump. You weigh a fucking ton," Mohawk griped.
 
   "I'd be glad to, you old crotch cricket," grumbled a deeper voice. "If you'd get out of the way."
 
   "Where the fuck would you like me to go?"
 
   "It's coming from the wall," Wynne cried, running to the place where the voices came from. She ran her hands along it, searching for a latch or a trigger that would open it.
 
   "The cupboard! The cupboard." Alamandria pointed to the one adjacent to the wall. "Press against the panel and push up. Hurry, before the noise carries through to the other households. We do not know what Yatos has offered them to spy."
 
   The banging and thudding continued as Wynne followed Alamandria's instructions.
 
   "Stop it," she called softly as she placed her hands against the wall. She was afraid to add her voice to the din. The two inside continued to ignore her.
 
   "Damn it. Get your elbow out of my fucking balls."
 
   "Why? Aren't they like my horns? You don't need the fucking things. That's what you said."
 
   "I said they'll grow back. These won't."
 
   "It's not like you'll need 'em where you're headed."
 
   The false wall opened into a space about the same size as the original cupboard. How Mohawk fit his bulky body inside was a mystery. Different instructions opened another false space to the side of the first. It was half the size. Wooden dowels formed a ladder leading upward through a narrow shaft built into the wall. How far up it went was hard to see. Mohawk and Tor struggled to extricate themselves from their tangled heap on the floor.
 
   Mohawk's leg stuck straight up past Tor's ear. One of Tor's legs was curled under the Perithian's body. His other leg was wedged, knee bent, between his body and another wall. Mohawk's elbow dug into the wedged foot as he tried to rise.
 
   With the wall open, the men had room to maneuver. Wynne left them to it. She was surprised to see Ish climbing out of the false bottomed trunk.
 
   "How?" she asked. The trunk had been searched, the false bottom discovered. She raised her finger to stop the answer to her question. "Another false side to a false bottom. You were in the wall, too."
 
   "Next time find your own hiding place." Mohawk brushed the dust and cobwebs from his head."
 
   "That is my hiding place. I didn't expect to find you in it." Tor turned to Alamandria. "You're going to need a new ladder. Lard butt here, broke it."
 
   "You were standing on my shoulders."
 
   "Because you wouldn't move."
 
   "I couldn't move. I was stuck."
 
   "Where are Truca and Posy?" Wynne interrupted the childish argument. "And how did you get here? Yatos had men stationed on the rooftops."
 
   "Only Eegrams have eyes in the back of their heads," Tor explained with a laugh. He turned to Wynne. "I..." he said and stopped. He stared at Wynne and not in a good way. "Go put some clothes on," he ordered before turning to Alamandria. "What did you do to her?"
 
   Alamandria's eyes turned sly. "I did what I could to hide her," she said with a shrug.
 
   "That dress hides nothing," Tor snarled. "There was plenty room in the shaft to hide her. You used her."
 
   Alamandria didn't bother to deny it. "I did what needed to be done. I gave her the tools. Instinct told her how to use them."
 
   "You made her look ridiculous."
 
   "Is that so?" Alamandria's eyes crinkled at the corners.
 
   Wynne saw nothing amusing. Tor was the one man, the only man, she wanted to impress with her exotic new look. Hurt by his reaction, she retaliated.
 
   "If she hadn't, you and Mohawk would have been discovered. You might want to say thank you."
 
   "For what? For displaying your nakedness before a half dec of strange men?"
 
   "I'm not naked," she spit back, "and you're welcome... to go to hell." She whirled away, not thinking about how the move would cause the robe's sides to fan out, but not caring, either. She marched out of the room.
 
   When she heard Tor's footsteps stomping behind her, she ran.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   She'd barely slammed the bathroom door before Tor was pounding on it. Concentrating on the mirror over the sink, Wynne ignored him until he spoke.
 
   "Let me in."
 
   "No."
 
   The knob turned and the door opened a few inches. With triple bolts on their doors, bars on their windows, and secret panels in their walls, Celosians apparently didn't feel the need for locks on their bathroom doors. Wynne didn't move. Her ample rear end had found a use as a doorstop and she was confident Tor wouldn't hit it.
 
   She was right. The door opened about six inches and stopped. "Move your hips and open the damn door, Wynne."
 
   She ignored that, too. She kept her place leaning over the sink and peering into the mirrored panel over it. Some things were better on Earth, mirrored glass being one of them. The ruby colored teardrop in the center of her forehead wouldn't budge, so she started working on one of the smaller gems. Her nails were useless. She rummaged through the pottery crock on the sink's corner and found a thin bladed and sharp edged file. It would make a handy weapon if need be, but all she needed it for was to get the damn things of her face. If she could just slide it in beneath the edge. 
 
   "Kushma, don't."
 
   She winced as the file slipped and nicked her skin. Wynne put the file down. Nona was right. Men were like children. You couldn't ignore them. They'd pester you to death. She grabbed the cloth hanging by the sink and dabbed at the drop of blood welling beside the gem. She told herself it was the pain from the tiny wound that caused her tears to well.
 
   "Kushma? A term of endearment of unspecified meaning," she sniffed at the mirror. She purposely avoided his reflection peering through the crack of the open door. "That's not me. I'm very specific and clearly defined. I'm Wynne; quiet, plain, and frumpy."
 
   "You are none of those things."
 
   "Then why is this so wrong?" she cried, stepping back from the mirror to better view her made up image.
 
   Her movement gave Tor the space he needed to push inside. Wynne tried to step away from him, but there was wasn't room to move too far. One look at his angry face told her more room wouldn't have helped. He backed her against the wall and used his foot to close the door. Hands braced over her head, he loomed above her. His eyes took her in slowly from the jewels at her forehead to the deep cut of the robe's neck then moved back up to lock on her own.
 
   "A mordata cosma is an illusion cloaked in fine fabric and jewels. She weaves a web of fantasy to attract the attention of patrons and their gifts. It's ridiculous to think you could ever be that woman."
 
   She didn't need his confirmation. "I'm pretty sure you already made that clear. I am what I am." And it was ridiculous to think she could be anything else.
 
   Tor ran the back of his finger down her face from cheek to chin. "Yes, you are beautiful. Your face is lovely and your body is enticing, but there are thousands of women of every race who can make that claim. What makes you different?" He never took his eyes from hers.
 
   What the hell? Like a car going from zero to sixty in a second, she'd just gone from ridiculous to beautiful. Her mind couldn't keep up. "I have no idea what you're talking about?"
 
   Tor blinked and laughed and kissed her forehead above the faux ruby. "That," he said.
 
   "What?" She was thoroughly confused.
 
   "Your frankness. You can't pretend. You're real. I thought the woman I saw on the Romer II was a different kind of fantasy, a princess in disguise. She, like a mordata cosma, drew people to her, but her web was woven from kindness and caring. She spoke to people. She listened. She was real. The woman who trusted me, tramped beside me, fought beside me, and held her hand out to a young woman, a stranger in need, was real.
 
   "Last night you came to me wearing nothing but someone's castoff shirt. You came without guile or duplicity. You offered me your very luscious body, but you seduced me with your simplicity and honesty. I missed you, you said, and it was in your eyes, the way you looked at me. It reminded me of my mother's eyes."
 
   "Just what every girl is waiting to hear, and in an ancient bathroom no less." Wynne's shoulders slumped. "You remind me of my mother," she mimicked.
 
   Tor laughed again. "Far from it. My mother was tall and broad shouldered and as strong as any man. By the time I knew her, the life we led had washed away whatever softness her body once held. Her skin was permanently darkened by the sun and dried by the wind. The only thing you have in common with my mother is the way I'd sometimes catch her looking at my father and the way it touched his heart. That's why I left home, Wynne. It wasn't just to look for girls. It was to find the girl who'd look at me with the same simplicity and honesty that would touch my heart. That look is real, Kushma, and it's mine, and I won't have you offering the illusion of it to strangers. Nor will I have you share the splendor of your body to feed their fantasies."
 
   The splendor of her body? Holy crapoli! She'd opted for one night of sinful memories, never believing it could mean anything more to him. Instead, she'd touched his heart. Wynne knew what that meant. Hadn't Roark said the same to Mira?
 
   She'd touched his heart.
 
   Were her feelings that transparent? Could real love come that quickly? Action-packed books and movies were always filled with love like that, and she'd always questioned it. Was it real or only the heightened emotions brought on by danger? Would the heroine feel the same if they'd met while waiting in line for a morning dose of Caramel Macchiatto coffee? She always wondered what happened after 'The End' when things settled into the routine of everyday life.
 
   Mira had fallen in and out of love a half dozen times before the world went to hell and Roark showed up. She had enough experience with false love to know the real thing when she found it. What experience did Wynne have?
 
   She recognized lust. It was hard to miss. With Tor towering over her, her body heated with want for his touch. But lust wasn't love. Love was not being able to imagine a life without that special someone in it. Right now, that was certainly true, but what about the future?
 
   It struck her then that there was no future with Tor. He would either be in prison or flying around the galaxy with no real place to call home. Her life was on Earth with children and family who needed her. All she and Tor would ever have was this. It didn't matter if it was a true and lasting love. For the time they were allowed, she would be holding something precious, something she might never find again, something to remember for all of her life.
 
   "Princess?" Tor's soft inquiry as he touched the finger she held in the air, settled it once and for all.
 
   No matter what the future held, she would always know that once upon a time, she was a princess who'd found her prince.
 
   "Wynne?" Tor called again. He waved a hand in front of her face.
 
   "Oh," she said, startled from her thoughts. "Oh, okay, I can agree to that. No more jewelry stuck to my face. No more heavy eye makeup." It was already beginning to clump and burn her eyes and the adhesive itched. "No more see-through robes."
 
   "In front of other men," Tor added.
 
   "In front of anyone," she told him, still dazed by his words. "This isn't my robe."
 
   "Then I guess I'll have to keep you naked."
 
   "I guess so," she agreed, but, because something didn't sound quite right, she blinked up at him. "What did you say?"
 
   He chuckled softly in amusement and ran his knuckle down her cheek. "I said I'll have to keep you naked." His lips touched hers while his hands ran down her side to clutch and lift the fabric.
 
   "Not an option," she said, doing the same to his shirt. "We'd never get rid of Mohawk."
 
   With the click of the opening door, Tor let the fabric fall back into place.
 
   Ish took them both in with a scathing glance. "Alamandria has news."
 
   "Does no one here respect bathroom privacy?" Wynne muttered. Ish snickered, which only made Wynne's frown deepen. "How long were you out there?"
 
   "Long enough to know it was safe to open the door."
 
   Tor dipped his head to the frowning Wynne. "I'll be back."
 
   "Hold on there, Mr. Schwarzenegger. You don't really think I'll be waiting in this bathroom while you go chit-chat about our next move, do you?"
 
   He looked her up and down, eyes focused on the revealing robe. Winged brows rose. "I don't know this Mr. Schwarzenegger, but you agreed."
 
   "Not to be cut out of the loop," Wynne argued.
 
   "I'll handle it, Captain," Ish cut in. "You need to speak with Alamandria."
 
   She captured Wynne's wrist in an iron grip and pulled her across the hall to what was obviously Alamandria's bedroom. No match for the Osana woman's strength, Wynne had no choice but to follow or be dragged. As soon as Ish let go, however, she made a break for the door. Ish caught her and grinned.
 
   "We can waste time playing this game or we can find you something to wear. Your choice."
 
   "Why?" Wynne asked and Ish understood the question.
 
   "Because you used your head when you covered that pack. You used the only weapon you had to protect us. The captain would see that, too, if he could take his mind off that damn robe long enough to think about it."
 
   Wynne tilted her head to the side with what she hoped was a silly come-hither look. "So you do like me."
 
   "Don't push it," Ish warned. She tossed one of Wynne's stolen boots to her and then pulled another from beneath the bed.
 
   Wynne joined in the search. Every drawer and closet had been emptied onto the floor. Tables and lamps were overturned. Sweet smelling oil puddled in one corner. Nothing was left in place. Ish began tossing things from the floor to the bed seemingly at random.
 
   "Don't just stand there. Try those on," she ordered.
 
   "But they aren't mine."
 
   "Neither were the things you wore before," Ish said impatiently. "Alamandria won't mind. Probably won't notice. She's not always at home, you know." She tapped her temple. "Some days are better than others."
 
   "What happened to her?" Wynne found her old trousers, but not her shirt. She settled for a loose fitting tunic that belted at the waist.
 
   "Orax happened. She refused his offer of patronage and he made her pay for it. She had jewels embedded into her skin. They use a solvent and precious metals to do it. Too much solvent and the metals liquefy. He paid someone to throw that shit in her face. The healers did the best they could. They saved her eyes, but no machine is going to fix the rest. She does pretty well here, but it doesn't make up for the life she lost." Ish opened the door and ushered Wynne out.
 
   "And the peacekeepers did nothing."
 
   "Adjutant Yatos did nothing, though he was only a Junior then. Rumor has it he lives in Honarie's boot."
 
   Wynne took that to mean the same as in someone's pocket. "No wonder Tor wasn't happy."
 
   The corners of Ish's mouth pulled straight back in a reptilian grin. "You're learning."
 
   They entered the workroom mid conversation. Tor paused with a frown for Ish and a nod for Wynne, before he caught them up on the news.
 
   "Senator Plincoff's dead. A drunken fall from his balcony."
 
   Ish shook her head in denial. "Not possible."
 
   "In all these years I've never known him to drink to excess," Alamandria added. She was sorting spools of thread while Mohawk rewound bolts of cloth. "It wasn't his balcony either. Senator Riegard was with him and I happen to know Riegard was on Shudish."
 
   "Imperial City?" Ish sounded surprised.
 
   "What's that?" Wynne asked. She picked up a swath of unbolted cloth that felt like finely woven wool and began to fold it.
 
   "A rich man's playground," Ish told her.
 
   "A poor man's heaven," Mohawk said at the same time.
 
   "How do you know, Alamandria? Yatos sounded like the man was at home." Wynne kept thinking of Ish's warning that Alamandria wasn't always 'at home'.
 
   "Yatos wanted us to think that, but he made a mistake. Plincoff might have been at home, but Riegard wasn't. He was at the Heaven's Gate Hotel," the seamstress insisted and then she explained. "His mordata cosma is my client. She was here the other day, angry because he left her behind. He said it was business, but he's been there too long. She was suspicious. I told her to hold her tongue and be grateful he didn't release her. I have two other clients who were recently released from their contracts. That's a dangerous thing for a cosma of a certain age."
 
   "Is that unusual?" Wynne asked. These women were, after all, paid escorts.
 
   "At their age? Yes. One of them, Vida, had been with her patron for half her life. He left her for a Bride." One eye squeezed almost shut not in a wink, but with the derision she carried in her voice. "Where would a man his age find one of those worth even half Vida's value?"
 
   "Wait." Wynne stacked her folded cloth on the growing pile. She thought she knew where this was headed, but wanted to be sure. "Her patron was Godan?"
 
   "It's a lonely life without a woman in it. Sometimes, if things work out," Tor explained, "a mordata cosma will stay with her Godan patron for years, but since she can't bear his children, the mating is never official."
 
   "Once a man passes a certain stage in life, the mordata cosma feels secure in her position. Brides are matched with younger, more virile men. She will not be replaced by a child-bearer." Alamandria said the word as if it was disgusting.
 
   It wasn't the Bride's fault that she was GCP, but Wynne sympathized with the woman's hostility. If a couple stayed together that long, it had to become more than a business deal. Like the long time wife traded in for a newer, younger model, it would be devastating and for a mordata cosma, there would be no alimony or division of assets unless it was written in the contract. She wondered if that was what happened to Alamandria when Orax made his offer. Did he think she was desperate enough to accept since she was no longer young?
 
   "Where did he find this Bride?" Wynne asked. Her fabric folding slowed, reflecting her caution.
 
   "I contacted her. Vida didn't know, but the other cosma did."
 
   "Her patron went to Shudish, to the Heaven's Gate in Imperial City. He was meeting Riegard." Wynne didn't ask. She didn't need to. She turned to Tor. "This is about the Brides Brigade. We have to save them, Tor."
 
   "Wynne..."
 
   "No, don't say my name like that. Wynne," she mimicked the indulgent tone. "Like you're about to explain something that will tax my poor little brain, like I'm someone who needs to be protected, like I'm someone who doesn't understand danger and death. Where do you think I've spent the last seven years?"
 
   "Hiding, that's where you've been, hiding behind Mira." The thought was immediately overridden by the sound of her grandmother's voice in her head. "You aren't Mira."
 
   Her parents had said those words, too. Wynne had always heard them as a comparison where she failed to meet the standards her sister set. Now, she heard something different. She wasn't Mira. She was Wynne. She had her own brand of strength. It was called stubbornness.
 
   "You're going to Shudish to find your ship, and I pray to God you find Chubo and Nix alive. They're your people. I understand that, Tor, more than you know. What you need to understand is that those Brides are my people. They're women of Earth, and they're being sold to the highest bidders like cattle for breeding. This isn't the Bride Market they signed up for. This isn't an arranged marriage with the hope of happiness. This is slavery, and that goes against every grain of my soul. I won't sit by and let that happen. If you won't help, I'll find someone who will. If I can't find someone who will, I'll go alone."
 
   "The fuck you will." Mohawk looked offended. "You're not going anywhere without me." Wynne beamed at his support until he added, "Fucking fool idea that it is."
 
   "It isn't a fool idea." She looked up at Tor. "If you can steal a ship as big as the Sky Hawk, surely you can steal ten medium size women."
 
   "We don't have to enter the city to retrieve the Sky Hawk. We enter the port and dock. While Posy presents the credentials, Ish and I find the Sky Hawk. She'll have a new name and registry, but I'll know her when I see her. That's it. Simple and easy."
 
   "How is Posy going to present the creds?" Ish asked more fiercely than the question warranted. "He's not a Cargo Vessel Captain."
 
   "He is now." Tor's grin never quite blossomed. He spread his hands and made his excuses. "He was there, Ish. Work like that takes time, and there were other factors to consider. Don't blame me." He pointed at Wynne and grinned. "Blame her. She's the one who insisted you go with her."
 
   "Because Truca and I couldn't trust you not to dump us off." Wynne objected. Whatever this was, she wasn't taking the blame. "I don't even know what these creds are."
 
   Ish hissed her answer between clenched teeth. "Proof the ship is duly registered with the Galactic Confederation, and Posy's her licensed captain." Her eyes flared with yellow fluorescence. "A license that was supposed to be mine whenever Tor got the money to pay for it."
 
   Tor took a step back and raised his hands to keep a distance between them. "A good forgery is expensive, Ish."
 
   "I know. I also know how many credits we hauled from the Devil's Den and how many shares were mine."
 
   Ish stepped forward and Tor stepped back. He didn't look frightened so much as worried. If Ish didn't look so angry, it might have been funny.
 
   "They're still yours, Ish. We didn't spend a single credit of your shares."
 
   Wynne stepped between them, facing Tor. "Then how did you buy a ship and those papers? Surely that ship cost something and the way Truca described it, it needs work. That costs money, too."
 
   "We made a deal." He didn't look at her, but over her shoulder at Ish. 
 
   Wynne had seen that look before in the eyes of the children when they'd broken the rules and knew they'd get in trouble for it. The message it sent said, "Let it go before Wynne figures it out."
 
   She reacted the same way she did with her kids. She put one hand on her hip, lightly tapped his chest to get his attention, and used the same two fingers to point to her eyes.
 
   "Eyes right here, mister. What did you do?"
 
   His reaction wasn't the same as the kids'. He laughed at her. "What I had to do."
 
   He stared down at her as she knew he would and she stared right back. She'd lost, but that didn't mean she had to make it easy. "Tell me or I will haunt you unto Kingdom come."
 
   The staredown was a tie, but only because Tor laughed and kissed her.
 
   "We snatched a couple of pips and held them for ransom," he confessed in such an offhand way, Mira thought he was joking.
 
   "You did not." If he wasn't going to tell her the truth, he surely could find a better tall tale than that.
 
   "Whose children?" Ish asked in perfect seriousness.
 
   Another look she recognized from the children passed over Wynne's shoulder. It was the 'Don't tell Wynne' look. She stepped away from Tor, smile gone.
 
   "You bastard! You used Mira's tell-them-the-truth-they'll-never-believe-it ploy and I fell for it. You kidnapped small children," she accused. "How could you?"
 
   "Not that small," he argued, "and they were playing right there in the boneyard. I didn't have a choice."
 
   "No choice? How about choosing not to terrify small children."
 
   "Whose children?" Ish asked again.
 
   "Beso and Till's. Beso was there when we arrived. They were sharing a bottle and their pips were playing outside. I tried to bargain. I even offered the Sky Hawk as collateral, but they weren't buying it. They tried to jack me up. Apparently I'm not only wanted, but I have a price on my head." He paused to give Wynne a significant look. "Offered by the House of Kronak."
 
   That was Roark's family. Though he didn't make a big deal of it, his family was a wealthy and powerful one.
 
   "Kidnapping," she reminded, rolling her hand to move things along.
 
   Mohawk snickered. "Pain in the ass, isn't she?"
 
   "Mohawk, we're talking children here. You love children."
 
   Tor chin lifted his agreement to Mohawk. "You wouldn't think it to look at her, would you," he said before turning back to Wynne. "It was all very civilized. After a short period of heated negotiation, we came to an agreement."
 
   "You beat them up and kidnapped their children."
 
   "Heated negotiation." Mohawk nodded in appreciation. "I like it."
 
   "Mohawk!"
 
   The Perithian rolled his eyes as if she was the one who didn't get it.
 
   "I did the negotiating. It was Posy who did the kidnapping," Tor said as if it was all the blue giant's fault, "and is it really kidnapping if they chose to play inside the ship with the hatch closed and secured?"
 
   "Yes!" Wynne shouted in counterpoint to Ish's more reasonable, "Doesn't sound like it."
 
   "This isn't funny. You can't kidnap children. There had to be another way."
 
   "Sorry," Tor told her though he didn't sound like it. "It was an on the spot decision and all I could think of while being shot at and stabbed." He pointed to his arm where there was a small tear in the sleeve fringed with blood.
 
   "That's not a stab wound. It's a scratch." She paced across the room, turned, and threw her hands in the air. "Kidnapping? Really?" She smacked her forehead with her palm. "Why am I worried about proving your innocence when you just keep committing more crimes?"
 
   "Next time I'll remember to move slower so I have better proof." Tor spoke while casually inspecting the small wound on his arm. "And it's only a crime if it gets reported, which it won't. I warned you I was no innocent. I told you I'd do whatever needed to be done. We need that ship and those papers. Till had vidpics of me and my crew. If he has them, every space station and port in the galaxy has them and with the House of Kronak's credits hanging over our heads, every bounty hunter in the galaxy is focused on us. Posy is the only one who can pass without notice."
 
   The man was almost seven feet tall with dark blue skin. His honeyed voice alone would draw attention. "Why?"
 
   "Because all Baskers look alike."
 
   Wynne couldn't believe what she was hearing. The man had some strange opinions, but that kind of prejudice wasn't among them. Or so she thought. "Mohawk! How can you say that? How would you like it if someone said all Perithians looked alike?"
 
   "I wouldn't, because we don't. Baskers do."
 
   "It's true," Ish agreed. "They all look alike. That's one of the things that make them so good at what they do."
 
   "What, exactly, do they do?"
 
   "Executions and assassinations." The woman said it as casually as if the Baskers sold hats and gloves. "Since the Confederation outlawed executions, they mostly stick to assassination." She laughed. "It's hard to say who did it when you have three hundred suspects who all look alike."
 
   Good Lord. Posy was a cold blooded killer from a long line of them. She couldn't put that together with the sweet and funny man who'd been so kind to her and cared so much for Truca.
 
   "You're ruining my concept of an enlightened alien civilization," Wynne muttered.
 
   "Never heard of it," Mohawk grumbled. "What system is it in?"
 
   "Posy won't hurt those pips," Ish assured her. "Not without paying half the fee up front." Hers eyes widened and her hand went to her chest in a dramatic gesture of sudden comprehension. "Is that how he got those papers? And you didn't ask me if I'd do it for less?" She looked furious. 
 
   Who were these people?
 
   Ish started to laugh when Wynne looked to Tor with horrified eyes.
 
   Tor didn't laugh, but he may as well have. "Posy hasn't worked for his tribe in ten years. He loves children and to my knowledge, he's never killed one. The Baskers have rules too, you know. Pips are drawn to the big blue man. They're probably safer with him than they are with their fathers. He only picked them up to get them away from the heated negotiations. Don't mention that to Beso and Till, though. We need to keep them right where they are."
 
   "How could you be so cruel to those poor men?" Wynne objected and made a sour face at Ish when the woman laughed again.
 
   "Don't judge until you've met Beso and Till." Ish closed the lid on her hiding place. "Kitchen and bedroom next, and then I'm signing off for a few hours. Wake me when you're ready to leave."
 
   "I'll take the bedroom," Mohawk offered.
 
   "The hell you will," Ish snarled. "You just want the bed, and Alamandria already promised it to me."
 
   "So we'll share."
 
   "In your dreams, old man."
 
   "In yours. You haven't seen what this old man can do." Mohawk taunted as he followed Ish out. "Might put a smile on your face."
 
   "Only to laugh at your snoring."
 
   "That's not snoring. That's me charging up for a good time."
 
   "I'd better go with them." Wynne said, though it was the last thing she wanted to do. She wasn't feeling kindly toward either of them at the moment. She turned to follow, but Tor claimed her hand and pulled her back.
 
   "Alamandria will stand between them. Or suggest a threesome." At Wynne's frown, he changed direction. "Where's your sense of humor?"
 
   "I don't have one when it comes to threesomes or kidnapping children."
 
   "So noted."
 
   "It better be."
 
   "I promise you those pips are safe, Wynne." He said it with gentle sincerity, but the mischief in his eyes ruined the effect. "They're with Posy, but only because Beso and Till were drinking away their sorrows and there was no one to look out for the pips."
 
   "Then why lie?"
 
   Eyes still dancing, Tor tried hard not to laugh and failed. "Because the look on your face was priceless. You're so quick to believe the worst of us, Kushma."
 
   "Because you haven't given me much to work with and you use my ignorance against me." She shook her head, searching for indignation, but relief thwarted her attempt. "Were you the reason for their sorrows or the provider of the drink?"
 
   Tor gave her a smug grin. "Is it my fault they haven't learned to beware of my gambler's luck?"
 
   "Your gambler's luck?" She harrumphed her opinion of that. "You cheated. That's not luck."
 
   He didn't deny it. "The luck is in not getting caught." Tor captured her waist and pulled her to him. He deepened his voice to a sexy rumble. "And you're not nearly as annoyed as you pretend. Don't ever try to bluff at cards, Wynne. Everything you think is reflected in your eyes."
 
   "Everything I feel, not everything I think."
 
   Tor leaned in until his mouth was inches from hers. "And what are you thinking now, pretty Wynne."
 
   "I don't know who you are," she whispered, knowing that the words were inadequate.
 
   "Use the head before you use the heart," Nona used to tell her. "The heart has no sense."
 
   Wynne's certainly didn't. The man had only to look at her and she melted under his gaze. She loved him and it happened before her head had a chance to catch up.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   "I thought I'd made that clear. I'm Tor, Captain of the Cargo Vessel, Sky Hawk, first son of Mikelotny of the House of Cliff with no homeworld to claim."
 
   It was the same introduction all Godan used; name, occupation, father's name, House in place of a last name, and homeworld or in Tor's case, a lack of one. Curiosity made Wynne question another difference.
 
   "First son? Roark says he's a free son. Is there a difference?" Wynne didn't mean to sound doubtful, but Tor must have heard it that way.
 
   "Still questioning, Wynne? A first son inherits his father's holdings. For me, that was a four room house, a large poultry pen, and a shed filled with useless trade goods. Not much, but it was home, and it would have been mine someday."
 
   "We didn't have much more, and it was taken from me, too. I wasn't doubting you. I only want to understand." Just as she wanted to understand his animosity toward the Godan. "What happened to Freedom Farm, Tor?"
 
   "Progress. We grew a genetically altered grain that when properly milled could provide the full complement of protein and other nutrients to soldiers in the field." His smile was a sad one. "That's a lesson we heard so often I could repeat it in my sleep. Our grain also 'provided an easily transported form of sustenance for new colonies and victims of natural disasters.'" he quoted.
 
   "Oh my God, you grew glop." She'd never thought about where the gluey substance came from or how it was made.
 
   "We grew the grain and milled it. It's not glop until you add water." Realizing how defensive he sounded, Tor shrugged uncomfortably. "Planetoid 273694 was terraformed for the purpose. The growing conditions were perfect. Freedom Farm Cooperative won the bid to cultivate it with the agreement to pay off the purchase price over time. All the profits went to build the factory to mill and package it. The original plan was to cut off military sales once the colony was debt free. They were getting close to owning it outright when someone decided it would be a good idea to build a Godan military supply base there. The remainder of the debt would be forgiven in exchange for the land to build the base.
 
   "My parents were against it. They were afraid it would change their simple way of life. Others said it would bring prosperity. What it did was bring our nothing little planetoid to the attention of the Hahnshin. It's the first rule of war. Cut off your enemy's supplies."
 
   The Hahnshin would see no difference between soldiers and civilians.
 
   "I'm sorry." Wynne worked her hand into his and squeezed to convey her sympathy. "I know that doesn't help, but I am. Was that why you became a smuggler? Revenge?"
 
   He squeezed her hand in return. "A noble cause? Not me, Kushma. I'm in it for the credits. A lot of traders won't serve the outer reaches of the galaxy. There's more gain to be had in short hops with a full load. I found a pocket in the market and filled it. A lot of the goods I carry are so heavily taxed no one out there could afford them after paying the expense of shipping, so I find ways around it. That's where Beso comes in. He forges my manifests. I do a pretty good business in the illegal weapons trade, too. Mostly small arms. It's very easy for the people in power to decide what kinds of weaponry others should be allowed when they live next door to peacekeepers and have never seen a pirate raid. Those colonists need those weapons to survive. I'm just a conduit, a paid conduit, a smuggler."
 
   "Do people really buy that line of bull?" She didn't bother keeping the smile from her voice. "You're a fake, Tor, Captain of the Cargo Vessel, Sky Hawk, first son of Mikelotny of the House of Cliff. You don't ship goods to the outer reaches to make your fortune. If there was that much money in it, you wouldn't always be broke. If it was all about the credits, you'd work for Honarie and Orax, but you don't. You work for people like your parents, good people who don't want to depend on anyone but themselves. Those places are like Freedom Farm, aren't they?"
 
   Wynne felt so relieved, she wanted to dance.
 
   Tor tried to deny it. "Those places have nothing to do with it. I told you I do whatever it takes to pay for the Sky Hawk and its crew."
 
   His crew of people who lived their lives against the grain of their cultures' expectations: Posy, a trained assassin who objected to killing; Ish, who couldn't abide by her culture's marriage traditions without sacrificing the lives of her suitors; and Truca, a mechanical wizard, who without the protection of the Sky Hawk's crew, was doomed to marry a boring prayer spitter.
 
   Wynne wondered what stories were behind Cubo and Nix, and the two crew members they'd lost. All of them had a loyalty to Tor that went beyond a paycheck.
 
   "They're much more than your crew, Tor. It's okay to admit it." She kissed the tip of her finger and pressed it to his lips. "I understand. I have a family, too."
 
   A family who needed her as much as Tor's crew needed him.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Tor looked out over the rooftops of Celos. The setting of the sun had not yet reduced the accumulated heat of the day. That would change as the dark hours passed and the night breezes arose. For now, the canopy above his head and the long fringe that hung from it were still. The voices from the streets below formed a muted hum punctuated by the occasional laugh or cry. Soft lights blinked on and off again from the windows as people returned home from their shops where they settled in for the night or headed out again. For Celos, this was a quiet neighborhood.
 
   In the distance, he could see the brighter lights of the city center fanning out overhead like a dome. He was too far away to hear the raucous noise made by hundreds of musicians playing as loudly as they could from the different venues where they performed. He was too far away to see the ale houses, eateries, and sex halls that catered to every appetite and taste.
 
   At one point in his life, Tor would have been down under that dome of light satisfying his appetites, too. He'd given most of it up when Truca joined the crew and was surprised when he didn't miss it. The drinking, gambling, women, and even the occasional brawl were just fillers for the empty space between one voyage and the next. He was just as lonely one way as the other.
 
   How ironic that he should recognize that void and find the one who could fill it now that it was too late.
 
   He turned, hand going to the weapon at his hip when the door opened.
 
   "Tor?" a familiar voice called softly.
 
   He hung his head over the sleeping platform to call down to Wynne. "Up here. Watch your head." He lowered the ladder so she could climb up.
 
   She smiled when her head popped up over the edge. "Mohawk said you were up here keeping watch. If he'd known you had a bed, he would have been up here with you."
 
   "Which is why I didn't tell him." He offered her his hand and pulled her up beside him. He drew the ladder up after her.
 
   "You didn't tell me, either."
 
   "I didn't want to hear you turn down the offer."
 
   "Of a bed?" she asked and then giggled softly. "Oh ye of little faith." She snuggled against him, forcing her shoulder up into his armpit in a not so subtle hint to wrap his arm around her. "Better," she said when he did and after a silent minute or two, "I like it here."
 
   "On Celos?" he asked, surprised.
 
   "No, not Celos. Up here, like this, just you and me, where I only have to think about how I feel and not who I am and who you are."
 
   "Just the sex, huh?"
 
   "That, too, but I was thinking more of just the man."
 
   "And I, the woman."
 
   He pulled her over until she was straddling his lap. His cock was hardening before her knees relaxed on either side of his hips and she settled her heat in the perfect spot. She rocked her hips forward and back and watched his face to gauge his response to his growing erection.
 
   Hands draped lightly around his neck, she cocked her head to the side. "Aren't you going to kiss me?"
 
   "I was waiting for you to kiss me."
 
   "You like me being the boss?"
 
   "No, you like you being the boss. I like watching you like it."
 
   He really did. He liked the way her eyes danced when his cock jumped at her touch and that little secret smile she had when she made him groan with want. She mapped his body like an interstellar chart, keeping a log of each stop along the way with a notation of where the most pleasure could be found. Like all power, she became more confident with its use, but hers was not the power of domination. Hers was the power of pleasure and care with no expectation of a return reward. Her use of it touched his heart.
 
   "You like feeling me like it," she teased, showing once again how much she saw that others might miss.
 
   "That, too," he told her. His quiet laughter was captured by her mouth.
 
   Hadrid's Harem, but the woman could kiss. She acted as if she could swallow him whole if only her lips could get close enough. Her tongue delved and demanded, and his tongue answered. Like the rest of her, Wynne's mouth was warm and sweet. Real.
 
   He knew she spoke the truth when she told him she was inexperienced. Her wonder and delight in her body's reactions were too genuine to be faked. She was hesitant and sometimes awkward, but never shy.
 
   She'd had no lovers and according to the old warrior, no interest in men, so where did her kissing talent come from? And did it make a difference as long as she exercised that talent only with him? At the thought of her in another man's arms, Tor's hands gripped the firm globes of her ass and pulled her closer. Wynne rose up to meet him chest to chest. Her breasts flattened against him and rubbed with the rocking motion that was once reserved for his lap.
 
   The change in position made little difference to his cock. The pressure of her body relieved, it now strained uncomfortably against the seam of his trousers. The platform's curtains were still tied to the posts. They were on display to the buildings across the street. It must have dawned on her, too.
 
   Using her tiny white teeth for a last gentle tug at his bottom lip, Wynne pulled back.
 
   "Whoever thought putting a bed in full view of the neighbors was a good idea?" she asked with a frown. She threw up her hands. "Oh, I forgot. This is Celos. Who'd care?"
 
   Tor's hand took advantage of the space between them to seek out her unbound breasts. His thumbs played over the hardened nipples enjoying the feel of them through the fabric of her tunic.
 
   "It's meant for sleeping," he told her with a chuckle for her grumbling. "The thick walls of the buildings keep out most of the daytime heat, but at night it's cooler out here. Every home used to have one. Whole families would sleep outside. Most of them have been replaced by landing pads for street skimmers."
 
   "Are those the things that look like skitts?"
 
   He nodded. "More comfortable than the military ones, though."
 
   She leaned back, holding the wrists of the hands at her breasts, to look above the canopy. "Why don't I see more of them?"
 
   She didn't seem to notice she was hanging out over the edge of the platform. If her hands slipped, she'd fall on her head. Tor tugged her upright. "You see more of them during the day. At night, people walk."
 
   "No drunken driving, huh?"
 
   He laughed at the thought. "No driving necessary. You can program them to take you home." He pushed with his foot until he stretched full length on the mattress. "At night, people walk to take advantage of the cool breezes and the dark."
 
   Wynne followed him, rolling to her back so that she lay shoulder to shoulder beside him. With her body raised and supported on her forearms, she looked across the narrow street to the windows of the building beyond.
 
   "These sleeping platforms need landscaping. You know, bushes and shrubs and tall plants."
 
   He laughed. "I know what it is, but why? They would block the breeze."
 
   "To hell with the breeze, I want to take advantage of the dark." She lay back with her hands over her head which didn't help his gods damned erection one little bit. "Once is not enough," she sighed.
 
   "It was more than once," he countered, not a little affronted by the accusation. "If Hadrid can satisfy an entire harem, I can certainly satisfy one small human. More than once," he added, just to make sure she understood. It was particularly insulting since his cock had risen repeatedly, breaking all previous records. "Can a human male do better?"
 
   "How would I know?" She giggled. "Though from what Mira tells me, their egos are about the same as yours. I meant one night, not one time." Her sigh turned soft and sad. "One night isn't enough for a memory that will have to last a lifetime."
 
   The painful hitch at the end had him turning to cup her cheek in his palm. "I'm not planning to die, Kushma."
 
   "No one ever does. I left my father frying meatballs on the stove. He thought it would be a treat since my mother's appetite had fallen off. I left my mother grumbling about the cost of the meat. They weren't planning to die, but they did."
 
   "Kushma," he whispered and ran his thumb over the lips still swollen from their kiss. "I'm not going to die."
 
   Wynne kissed the pad of his thumb. "That your heart keeps beating will make me happy," she admitted "But it won't stop my heart from breaking or mourning your loss. If you're caught, you'll spend the rest of your life imprisoned. If you're not, you'll spend the rest of your life running. Either way, you'll be lost to me."
 
   "Come with me, then." The offer was selfish, but he was unable to stop. "There are places out there along the outer reaches, colonies and outposts that would welcome us. They have no more use for the peacekeepers than I do."
 
   She smiled at him, but there was no joy in it. "I wish I could, but if I was with you, I'd wish I was back home on Earth. I have children, Tor, children who have lost so much already. They can't afford to lose me, too. I have a sister expecting her first child. She's going to need me or at least my patience and good sense." She tried to laugh and failed. "And who'll take care of Mohawk? He's getting older, you know, and we're his family. Mira will have her duties as wife of the new Governor. She'll have her baby, and I don't suppose she'll agree to leave her job. It's a full blown newspaper now. Someone has to look after the old rascal." Her regret was reflected in her sigh.
 
   "I have to be there. Don't you see? The Godan have taken over our protection, but we can't expect them to do it all. The war has done so much damage. There are children who need homes, the elderly with no one to make sure they stay warm and fed, people who feel too hopeless to begin again, and people who just need to know there's someone out there who cares. I have no special talent. I'm not strong the way Mira is, but I'm young and healthy and I can do those things for people. I'll never be a hero, but I don't need to be. I have a purpose in life and it's a good one. This time with you and the others has helped me see that.
 
   "You took me from a nightmare to a dream, Tor, but now it's time for me to wake up. You need to get your ship back and take care of your crew. I need to go home and take care of mine." Her eyes pleaded with him to understand.
 
   He wanted to argue, but knew she was right. What kind of life did he have to offer a woman like Wynne who needed people around her to care for? They would never be able to stay in one place for too long. Her sister was pregnant with a Godan child. What if Wynne was GCP, too? A life on the run or confined to a ship was no way to raise a child. A pip needed sunshine and the smell of growing things. They needed the company of others.
 
   "Then we'd better get started on those memories," he said and reached for the lever high up on one of the corner posts. Screens slid along their tracks, enclosing the platform on all four sides. "They let the breeze in, but keep prying eyes out. This may be Celos, but sleeping families like their privacy, too. Besides, it keeps the pips from rolling off in the middle of the night."
 
   "Those clever Celosians." Wynne had her tunic off and tossed to the side as soon as the last screen clicked shut. "I don't suppose they're soundproof, too."
 
   Tor laughed as she pulled at his shirt. "They're for sleeping, Kushma."
 
   "Then we'd better keep the snoring to the minimum."
 
   He stopped her hands when she reached for his belt. He was as eager as she, but wanted to give her a memory that would last. "You give and give, Kushma. This time you'll be the one to receive."
 
   "But you said you liked it."
 
   "Did I?" he asked as he pushed her back onto the bed. "When I'm finished, I'll give you a chance to remind me."
 
   He removed her boots and then crawled up over her body to find that kissable mouth waiting for his lips without further complaint. He kissed her slowly and deeply. He took his time moving from her mouth to her eyes to her temples. He used his tongue and lips to memorize the lines of her nose, and cheeks, and chin. He resented the jewels that kept him from tasting every inch of the beautiful face.
 
   Fingers entwined with hers, he held her hands above her head, though he didn't need to. She left them there when he slid his hands along the length of her arms while his mouth sought her breasts. She sighed with contentment and pleasure as he suckled and toyed with each one. Plump with the firmness of youth, Tor filled his hands with their abundance. The brown nipples responded instantly to his attentions and Wynne's soft moan expressed her loss when he withdrew and moved downward to taste her ribs and soft belly.
 
   "Mmmm." It was the sound of sensual bliss as her body arched to meet his mouth. "I like that."
 
   "Really?" His laugh vibrated against the softness of her skin. "It's hard to tell."
 
   "Shhh." Her whispered reprimand was followed by a giggle. "Remember the neighbors."
 
   "Ah. I'll try to restrain my enthusiasm."
 
   "Don't you dare!"
 
   "Fussy woman, you're never satisfied. Always criticizing my performance."
 
   "It's not your performance. It's the intermission between the acts. Get on with it and make me come."
 
   With others she was careful with her words and blushed easily. With him, she was free, her wants unfiltered. More than her body was exposed during their private time together. She was real. It was another gift shared only with him.
 
   "All in good time. It's my turn to be the boss, remember?" He laughed at her whimper of frustration.
 
   He let his tongue dally at her navel until her impatient hips demanded more. How could he refuse? He drew a line with his finger from her navel to her woman's slit, already damp with want. Her legs opened further with a touch to her thighs. With the next thrust of her hips, Tor slid his hands beneath the globes of her ass and lifted her to meet his mouth.
 
   Her nub, tiny and hidden to all but him, poked from its concealing hood as eagerly erect as his straining cock. His tongue danced around it while his fingers played the tune, delving in and out of her wet and welcoming channel to set the rhythm.
 
   Her whispers turned to tiny cries muffled by the sleeve of her tunic that she clenched between her tiny white teeth. He watched her as she came. Eyes glazed with the results of his efforts, mouth slightly open with panting breath, silken skin shining with moisture, Wynne was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen.
 
   Her body relaxed and her eyes closed.
 
   "If my arms and legs would work," she panted, "I'd give you a standing ovation."
 
   If the neighbors were disturbed, it was Tor's laughter that woke them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Ish pointed through the dirty window at the two men sprawled across a lopsided table. Their eyes were closed and their mouths were open and drooling. Three bottles, two upright and empty, one on its side with contents pooled on the floor, also shared their table along with the remnants of whatever they'd eaten that was now being shared with the flies. The mess at the table flowed over into the room.
 
   "There are the two fathers you were so worried about. That's Till on the right. He'd sell his own wife if the money was right and in fact has, though I hear her body's so played out she's not much use to him now. Beso would do it, too, if his wife would stay sober long enough."
 
   Wynne's stomach revolted at the sight. The idea of children living in such squalor was heartbreaking. "Can we take the kids with us?"
 
   "Sure. We can raise the next generation of killers and thieves."
 
   "I said I was sorry." Her shoulders sagged when she sighed. "Okay, I deserved that."
 
   "Another mistake. Never say you're sorry. It's a sign of weakness. We are what we are."
 
   "What you are is a lie. I figured that out, too."
 
   "Yeah, yeah, poor Ish." The woman motioned for Wynne to follow. "Cry me a waterfall, but keep walking."
 
   Boneyard was a fitting name. The otherwise barren acreage was littered with the skeletons of spaceships, large and small, and other equipment Wynne couldn't identify. Most of it looked like it had been there for years. Hills of sand marked the places where time had covered the rest.
 
   "Till's a slug," Ish told her, "But he's still the best source of spare parts for older ships as long as you're willing to dig them out yourself and pay what it's worth and not what he asks." She pointed to the far end of the field where a black metal monster shot up from the sand. "That's where we're headed. Looks like we beat Tor and Mohawk in spite of Alamandria's fussing."
 
   The two men had left before them with Tor saying he had a few things to take care of on the way. It would be less noticeable to travel in pairs. Mohawk wasn't happy about it, but after Tor took him aside to speak, the old warrior reluctantly agreed.
 
   Alamandria was eager to see them go, but as soon as the door closed behind the men, she set about packing bags of clothing and cosmetics for Wynne.
 
   "I'm happy you've chosen Tor. He will take care of you in the best way he can. Learn from him, but..." The former mordata cosma raised an elegant finger. "His future is in question. If things should end badly, you'll need these things to begin again. Men don't like a woman who dresses in tough clothing." This was said with a reproving look for Ish's leather outfit.
 
   Wynne started to protest that she'd lived quite well without a man, but Ish, who had no interest in anything feminine beyond her sexually explicit gold pendants, stopped her.
 
   "How generous of you, Alamandria. Where are your manners, Wynne? Say thank you."
 
   Wynne did as she was instructed, offering her thanks with a smile, though she didn't understand why Ish would care. Alamandria beamed at her and then took Ish's hand, folding it around a much smaller token of affection. She leaned in as if to kiss the Osana woman's cheek, but whispered in her ear instead.
 
   "If you see him, kill him."
 
   Surprisingly, it was Ish who did the cheek kissing. "I'll be happy to."
 
   Surprising Wynne again, she even carried the heavier bag and continued to carry it after they turned the corner and were out of sight.
 
   "Giving you those things made her happy and she has little enough of that," Ish said as they walked through the dark streets. She must have felt Wynne's surprise at the sympathy. She made a sour face in response. "The only thing Alamandria ever did wrong was turn down the wrong offer. She gave good value for the money she was paid and her services went way beyond the bedroom. She was generous with her love and her money, and she never betrayed a friend. It isn't only her face. She wants revenge for her Companion. He was with her from the beginning and he died trying to protect her. She's a little off, but she never lost track of what's important. She introduced me to Tor, you know. Said he needed someone he could trust to watch his back."
 
   "And he could be trusted to watch yours." She was beginning to see how this crew fit together.
 
   Ish glanced Wynne's way. "Aren't you the clever one? Posy came next, and then Digger joined us when he was released from the military. Chubo and Nix came after that, and Lusomo was last. You know about Truca. There were a few others in between, but they didn't fit."
 
   "They didn't like making runs to the outer reaches without much profit to show for it." Again, it was a statement and not a question.
 
   "That, too."
 
   Ish wasn't the type to speak of things like love and compassion. She would see that as weakness, too, but she understood what it meant.
 
   "I would have been like Gisela if it wasn't for Alamandria and Tor," she said in her typical matter-of-fact tone. "I owe her and I pay my debts. Digger and Lusomo deserve that, too."
 
   "But how will you find him? Tor said you won't be leaving the dock."
 
   Wynne pulled the shawl, a real one this time, further over her face when they passed two women in the street. It was a few hours before dawn and most of the people they passed were only interested in getting home, but she wasn't taking any chances.
 
   "Did I just call you the clever one? I take it back."
 
   After a few more turns, Ish continued as if they hadn't spent the last ten minutes in silence. "You're getting on that rust bucket with us, right? You're going to Imperial City, right?" She looked at Wynne as if expecting an answer.
 
   "Yes, but only because I asked for a ride. He wants his ship and Chubo and Nix. I want the women." She also thought she'd find peacekeepers there who would help.
 
   "And you really think he's going to drop you off, kiss you a chaste goodbye, and let you wonder off alone into a rich man's playground looking like you do and with those silly dots glued to your face."
 
   Wynne felt the 'dots'. She'd forgotten they were there. "I won't be alone. I'll have Mohawk with me. With all that wealth walking around, there are bound to be peacekeepers, right? I'll explain it to them."
 
   Ish tugged on Wynne's sleeve to steer her down another alley. How Ish knew one alley from the next was a mystery. They all looked the same to Wynne and none of them were marked. Twice, she thought they passed the same building they'd passed a few minutes before.
 
   "Which peacekeepers are those? The honest ones who'll be more interested in finding the criminal Tor and his crew, or the ones like Yatos who get paid to protect men like Honarie? No, you stupid woman, we're going to Imperial City to get your Brides and probably get ourselves killed doing it."
 
   "Why didn't he tell me? Last night when we made..." She was grateful for the shawl that hid her blush. "He made it seem like we were saying goodbye."
 
   "Was that enough to keep for your memories, Kushma?" Tor had asked when they were finally too spent to move. She thought he'd meant it would be the last time.
 
   "For a lifetime," she'd answered and saved her tears until she heard the steady breathing of his sleep.
 
   Ish interrupted her thoughts of Tor and their lack of a future. 
 
   "Tor never said we wouldn't do it. He only said it wasn't in the plan, the current plan. If he wasn't going to do it, you and Mohawk would be on the space station shuttle no matter how much you whined."
 
   "I don't whine," Wynne objected. That was one weakness she wouldn't own.
 
   "No, you wiggle your tits and ass."
 
   The use of the same words as her sister made Wynne laugh. "Jealous?" she asked in the same way she would have answered Mira. Remembering Ish's marital problem, she immediately regretted it.
 
   "Yes," Ish admitted. "But not of your tits or ass."
 
   "I'm sorry, Ish."
 
   "There you go being weak again. Where's that knife Mohawk gave you?"
 
   For the rest of their journey through the back streets of Celos, Ish talked about the value of the knives and how to use them.
 
   When they finally wove their way through Till's debris field and reached their destination, they were met by Truca, climbing from an opening at the top of the giant ship.
 
   "The loading bay ramps are still buried. You'll have to enter up here." 
 
   'Up here' was at least fifty feet off the ground, probably more once the ship was completely unearthed. Shaped like a monstrously deformed bird, the body was feathered with mismatched metal in varying shades that only looked black from a distance. At the head of the thick and slightly arched neck was the head though a wide, flat surface replaced the forehead, eyes, and beak. Two stubby wings holding what Wynne thought might be barrel shaped engines stuck out from the fat, misshapen body. The tail of the bird looked like a stunted growth jutting out from behind the wings.
 
   Wynne was no expert in space travel, but compared to the few sleekly designed ships she'd seen, Truca's description of this one was apt. Even with her inexperienced eye she could see this beast was a piece of flying shit.
 
   The young woman didn't wait for them to come up, however. She slid down the bulging hump at the center of the body and then used a set of ladder-like rungs to descend the rest of the way to the ground.
 
   "You're going to like her," she told Ish, having obviously changed her opinion, and then her eyes lit like a child seeing Santa. "Tor!" she shouted and ran past the two women without stopping.
 
   Tor had to drop what he was carrying in order to catch her when she leapt into his arms.
 
   "I take it back. You were right. She's a beauty," she cried to her hero of the moment.
 
   "Glad you approve." He laughed and set her down. "Grab one of these packs, would you?"
 
   Wynne got a nod and a smile as a hello, but she was satisfied with that. Seeing Truca's excitement as she chattered happily about what she'd found, was greeting enough. The girl spoke so rapidly, it was hard for the translator to keep up, but Wynne caught a few words like thrusters, and convertors, and power mags. She had no idea what those things were, but from Truca's enthusiasm, Wynne gathered the monster could fly.
 
   That was a comfort until Truca added, "Of course, we won't really know until we blow the sand out of her tubes. Come on, let me show you our new home."
 
   Home was another word Wynne wouldn't use to describe the belly of the beastly bird. After a quick tour which involved a lot a rising and falling metal stairways, vast caverns for cargo, and cabins, Wynne knew where her contribution lay. The others all set to work making sure everything necessary for takeoff and landing worked. Her job would be to turn the living quarters into something beyond a health hazard and possible breeding ground for some alien plague.
 
   She knew nothing about feedback generators, ionic stabilizers or fusion reactors, but she knew a dirty kitchen when she saw one. Most of the supplies Mohawk and Tor carried were freeze dried and meant to be reconstituted, so there had to be water somewhere. When she asked, Posy grinned.
 
   "We have a full load. I borrowed Till's tanker. He can add it to the bill."
 
   "After we deduct my labor in repairing the rear lifter," Truca added. Her face was pale and her eyes were ringed with dark circles of exhaustion. Her hair was a rat's nest. Her hands and fingers were nicked and scratched. Her broken nails were black with grease and grime. Her smile said she was in heaven.
 
   "And the children?" Wynne asked.
 
   "Till's woman picked them up a while ago. She wasn't too happy about Till and her brother sleeping on the job. You know, because they've always been such conscientious fathers." He grinned maliciously. "Those two will be waking with headaches from more than the drink. That woman has an arm on her. You didn't miss much. The little one is a biter and his sister has a face to match her father's. Mean. She kicked me when I wouldn't let her look under my robe."
 
   Wynne laughed at that, not because the child kicked him, but because she too had wondered what Posy wore beneath his robes. "Scotsmen have the same problem." She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively and the giant laughed.
 
   The ship was huge, well over two hundred feet in length, but the layout wasn't nearly as complicated as Wynne at first thought. The flat-faced head was the cockpit behind which was an open space Posy called the Con. From the Con, two sets of stairs ran up and down to the upper and lower decks. On either deck, one could walk from one end of the ship to the other, the upper led though a finished hallway lined with cabins large enough to offer privacy and not much more. The last two of these cabins were larger, containing double beds and additional furniture, all of which were built in and strictly utilitarian. Beyond them was a large common area with dining table and the fully equipped kitchen which Posy explained was normally reserved for officers. There were other rooms behind those. Side stairwells made access between decks convenient no matter where you were on the ship.
 
   The lower deck was traversed over a series of catwalks through cargo space, dormitory style rooms with a common area between them, another kitchen for the crew, more cargo space big enough to hold three or four hopper sized ships, and ending in a passage that led to the engine rooms.
 
   Wynne recruited Mohawk to help her and was surprised by his willingness to sweep floors and scrub down counters and wipe the grime from cabinets and shelves. Mohawk loved to cook, but usually left the cleanup to others. 
 
   "What's gotten into you? You've never volunteered to clean before." she asked while they scrubbed the table and swivel type chairs of the Officers' dining area.
 
   They, and the molded lounge furniture, were not attached to the floor, but grew out of it. The seats looked like solid plastic, but responded to body heat and molded to the form of the person using it. Wynne wondered what they were made of and if it could be used in the new housing being built on Earth.
 
   Mohawk seemed startled by the innocent question. Water sloshed over the sides of his water bucket and he wiped up the mess before he answered. The delaying tactic made her suspicious.
 
   "Well?"
 
   "Just making myself useful, damn it. Can't a man be helpful without stupid questions?" He grabbed the bucket, almost spilling it again, and stomped around a half-wall into a rounded alcove that contained another, smaller table surrounded by a banquette against the wall. "Everyone else is busy," he added as if he'd just thought of the excuse. "Thought you'd appreciate the help. Fuck all!" He came back into the main area of the kitchen looking sheepish. "Spilled it again."
 
   "What's wrong, Mohawk?"
 
   "Nothing. Nothing at all," he blustered without meeting her eyes. "Do you want my help or don't you?"
 
   Thinking she knew the cause of his upset, she put her hand on his shoulder. "You're feeling guilty about Roark, aren't you? I'm worried about my sister, too. They must know by now about the Romer. They must know we're among the missing. We have to find a way to tell them we're okay without giving away where we are or who we're with. Do you think you can do that in Imperial City?"
 
   "Yeah, sure. I'll take care of it." He bobbed his head and looked so relieved, Wynne reached for his arm to give it a squeeze. 
 
   "You're such an old worrywart, Mohawk. You could have told me." She smiled warmly. "You take good care of me."
 
   "Just remember that when we get to Mishra."
 
   "Sorry to interrupt this gag worthy moment." Hands braced on the frame of the hatch door, Ish leaned in. "Cap'n wants everyone in the Con. They're going to fire her up and if they can blow the dust out of her pipes, we're taking off."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Wynne swallowed hard and forced a yawn to rid her mouth of the bitter tang that hung around the hinges of her jaw. The sour taste always showed up right before she tossed her cookies.
 
   "Please don't vomit," Truca whispered close to her ear. The girl had come rushing forward to share the celebration of their success to find Wynne bent over and turning green. "Ish has a weak stomach."
 
   Wynne raised her head from where it hung between her knees. "You're kidding right?"
 
   "I wish I was. Blood, intestines, severed limbs – none of that bothers her, but if someone loses their supper, she loses hers, and she keeps losing it." Truca shuddered. "Over, and, over, and ..."
 
   "I get it." Wynne raised one shaking hand while the other covered her mouth.
 
   "Get what?" Ish removed her headset and swiveled her chair away from the half dozen screen projections at her work station. She tapped several and like magic, they disappeared from view. They were navigational charts, but Wynne couldn't make heads or tails from the symbols.
 
   "That the Sea Goose is running smooth now. She's going to be a great ship," Truca lied smoothly and proudly.
 
   "Who the hell named her the Sea Goose?"
 
   "I did. She's like one of those big birds we saw on Finor. She's fat and awkward on the ground, but once she's in the air, she's beautiful."
 
   Ish snorted. "Beautiful is not the word I'd use to describe this bag of bolts."
 
   "Wait until you get to know her."
 
   In spite of Wynne's initial concern, the takeoffs of the previous ships she'd been on were smooth and uneventful. While the speed with which the hopper shot out of the dome was frightening, her fears were groundless. Not so the Sea Goose. With the exception of Truca, there wasn't a serene face to be found when the beast took flight.
 
   Blowing dust out of her pipes wasn't nearly as easy as it sounded. Amidst the arrhythmic pounding of the straining engines, the ship shuddered and creaked as it pulled free of the sand. They hovered in a blinding cloud of dust. Smoke replaced sand. Flames belched from the barrels at the wingtips as they groaned in their effort to change position. The monster bounced several times before it began to rise. The controls in the cockpit flashed wildly.
 
   At the helm, Tor fought for control with white knuckled determination, while a stone faced Posy played the control panel like a piano. Mohawk had his eyes closed tight and Ish clutched the arms of her chair. The grey of her skin turned a sickly yellow. The ship slowly turned.
 
   Wynne's stomach finally rebelled when it looked like they were going to crash headlong into the cluster of buildings ahead. The ship shuddered and rose with terrifying slowness. They missed the buildings, but barely.
 
   Only Truca's disembodied voice remained calm as she relayed what she was doing in the engine room along with instructions to Posy and encouragement to the ship.
 
   "That's it goosey girl. It hurts, doesn't it, but we'll make it through. You've been beaten and broken, but you won't let that stop you. Show 'em you've still got it. Show 'em what you've got inside."
 
   It was only now that they were finally in the air, and the contents of her stomach were back where they belonged, that Wynne understood Truca was talking to herself as well as the ship.
 
   The Sea Goose shuddered and the floor tilted. Wynne's stomach tilted, too, but remained in place.
 
   "I'd better get back. That stabilizer needs loosening up."
 
   The ship righted, and Tor took a moment to look over his shoulder and call out to Truca. "You never lost it, Truca. Never thought you did. Good work." He lifted his chin toward the hatch. "Now get back there and fix that stabilizer, then see what you can do about our acceleration. I want to shift and I need that bubble in place. The window's closing."
 
   "You got it, Cap'n." Truca bounced away.
 
   "Whoa, wait a minute," Ish objected. "You can't shift in this tub."
 
   "We don't have a choice. We have to make Ammon's Tunnel before it closes and the only way to do that is to shift. Take the helm, Posy." He waited for Posy's acknowledgement before he unbuckled his restraints and rose from his seat.
 
   Wynne looked to Mohawk. "Shift? Tunnel?" she mouthed.
 
   "Light speed. Time tunnel," he answered aloud.
 
   "Is that like a black hole?" she asked, forgetting the silent mouthing.
 
   "Good name for it," Posy said, though he didn't take his eyes from the console.
 
   "Honarie has a head start. We need to make the jump if we're going to catch up," Tor reasoned.
 
   "And what if the bubble is unstable?" Ish argued. "What if the tunnel closes while we're in it?"
 
   "If the bubble is unstable, we'll shut it down and be late for the party. If the tunnel closes, it'll reopen somewhere outside the Ephis system and we'll miss the party. If we want to get there before the party begins, this is the only way to do it. All of Celos heard that takeoff. If Yatos is still planetside, he's already got ships in that air. We can't outrun him over distance. We've got to make the tunnel before it closes. We've flown on luck before and needed it a helluva lot more. So get the damn course plotted, Ish. Mohawk, head back to the engine room and do whatever Truca tells you to."
 
   Ish looked like she wanted to argue some more, but she snarled, "Yo, Cap'n", and turned back to her charts with a muttered, "Never thought I'd live long anyway."
 
   Glad for something to do other than cleaning, Mohawk took off.
 
   Tor stopped at Wynne's chair. "You weren't scared, were you?" he asked.
 
   "Not me, but my stomach was."
 
   He smiled and nodded. "I should have warned you. We're good now. Think you can walk?"
 
   "Sure," she said, though it took her two tries to get up.
 
   He took her hand and walked her down into the cavernous hold below. The sound of their footsteps along the catwalk echoed in the open space.
 
   "It isn't as dangerous as Ish makes it sound. I've had my eye on this ship for a few years now. She isn't as pretty as the Sky Hawk, but she's sound, and she has four times the cargo capacity. I couldn't afford her and I won't have much use for her when this is done, but she'll serve our purpose. I'll have the memory of what she feels like beneath my touch before it's over. Kind of like you." He leaned down to kiss her.
 
   "Should I find that flattering?" Wynne asked when they broke apart. "The comparison to a bag of bolts, I mean, not the memory of touching."
 
   "Yes, and don't let Truca hear you call the Sea Goose a bag of bolts."
 
   Wynne laughed. "Did you really win her in a card game?"
 
   "No. I won the right to pick the boneyard clean for the parts she needed and to pay her off in five years. It's not going to happen, of course, but Till still holds the paper on her and can claim her when she's confiscated. He'll end up with a good deal." He looked up and beyond her. "The Sky Hawk is faster. She can shift from zero to ten in a blink. We had her up to fifteen once. Nobody can catch her."
 
   He was still planning to make their escape. Wynne didn't want to think about it, but now had no choice. She wrapped her arms around his waist to anchor herself to the moment instead of facing a future without him.
 
   "Zero to ten what? I'm new to this jargon."
 
   "Sorry. Times light speed. At fifteen, the rush was better than sex." He smiled down at her. "Until you."
 
   "If none of this had ever happened, what would you do with the Sea Goose?" she asked.
 
   "Originally? I'd have turned her over to Digger as Captain. Let him run her legit with those high credit cargoes. He could take Chubo, Nix, and Lusomo as crew while I kept the Sky Hawk with Posy, Ish, and Truca, but that was only a dream. I'd never have the credits to pay for her and the additional crew. Mechanics don't come cheap, you know and this ship needs more than a skeleton crew."
 
   "What about now? If you could. If things were different." She wanted him to see another future, too.
 
   He answered without hesitation. "Turn the Goose over to Posy and Ish to run a second crew. I'd have to. Neither one would thank me for splitting them up, and would probably refuse to do it, anyway. I'd send Truca with them. I'd keep Chubo and Nix with me. They don't care what they fly or where they fly it as long as they're in the air."
 
   "You could still do it, Tor. It doesn't have to end that way."
 
   He gave her a squeeze and kissed the top of her head. "Let's get to Imperial City, find your Brides, and take it from there."
 
   "But if we find the Brides..."
 
   Tor stepped back. He clutched Wynne's shoulders to hold her away. His fingers dug into her flesh.
 
   "I'll find those women if I can, Wynne, but that's for you and the crew, not me. Their testimony will protect my crew from charges of piracy and kidnapping. It won't protect me from the charge of murder. Orax and Honarie are dead men. I was going to wait aboard the Sky Hawk for one or both of them to return. If I only killed one, I'd hunt the other down before I turned myself in. I'm still going to kill them and there won't be anything fair about the fight. By the law, it'll be murder, but for Digger and Lusomo, it'll be justice."
 
   "But the courts will see to that, too. Leave it to the law, Tor," she pleaded.
 
   "Do you know how many peacekeepers Honarie has tucked in his boots? Yatos knew damn well who was with those kidnapped women last night, if the women were there at all. That was a setup to keep all eyes on me and keep Honarie and Orax in the clear. I didn't have to be present to make the plan work, but Honarie also had to know that hopper wasn't fit to transport me anywhere else. Sooner or later, I'd have to show my face on Celos.
 
   "Yatos will swear Honarie was helping him find the culprits and he'll have other peacekeepers to back the story up. They'll blame one of the dead, maybe Gisela, or if that doesn't work, Honarie will lay it all at his brother's feet. After all, Orax is the face of the operation and Honarie is loyal to no one. That bastard will stay on the surface just long enough to build a new crew and then he'll crawl back under his rock out of sight. He's done it before, but it's not going to happen this time, Wynne. I won't let it. This time he pays."
 
   "And how many others will pay with him, Tor? How many of the people who love you will pay the price, too?" Wynne dug at the fingers clutching her shoulder. "Let me go."
 
   "No, Wynne, You have to understand..."
 
   "That's the problem, Tor. I always understand. I understand that skirting the law to bring goods to the outer reaches is your way of honoring your parents and their way of life. It's your gift to them. It has purpose. It has meaning. Digger and Lusomo's deaths were not your fault and sacrificing your life in penance for their loss won't bring them back. It will leave you with a poor excuse for a life spent hiding in a prison built of guilt. That kind of life has no meaning, and false purpose, because it's given as a penance and not as a gift. I understand because I've lived it, Tor, only for you it will be so much worse, because you'll be leaving behind everything and everyone you love.
 
   "That's what you need to understand, Captain. You'll be leaving us to bear the pain of losing you. Add that to your pile of guilt. At least that one will be a guilt trip you truly deserve. Now let me go. I have beds to sort out and cabins to clean."
 
   Tor relaxed his grip and Wynne shook her arm free.
 
   "We won't need them, Wynne. If luck is with us, we'll be in Imperial City by the time we need a bed."
 
   "I thought Imperial City was a rich man's playground. Beds won't come cheap, or are you a rich man and you lied about that, too?" Angry and hurt, she sneered the words.
 
   "Stop it, Wynne. Don't make this harder than it already is. You knew from the beginning what's between us wouldn't work. Your life. My life. You said so yourself."
 
   She'd said it and she'd meant it and now that the time was here, she wanted to take every word of it back. She wanted to say she'd go with him, follow him to the ends of the universe, but in her heart, she knew she'd spoken the truth. She couldn't leave her children. Tor had lied about other things, but never about this. She'd known from the beginning how it would end.
 
   "Leave me with sweet memories, Kushma. They're all I'll have left." He reached for her hand and she couldn't refuse.
 
   "Will you wait for me?" she asked. "Stay in touch somehow? Will the memories last until my children are grown?"
 
   "The memories will last forever, Kushma, but you mustn't wait. I want you to return to your home and find a man who'll give you the life you deserve. Take a chance on those men Mohawk spoke of, the ones who look at you and see what I see. Make a life for yourself, Wynne, and make it a good one. Do that for me so I can enjoy the memories of a princess who touched my heart knowing she's happy."
 
   Happy? She would never be truly happy without Tor. She would strive for content, but never in the arms of another man. She refused to speak the lie aloud, so she smiled at him. It was weak and watery, but it was enough for him to believe she agreed. 
 
   "Come back to the Con with me, Wynne. Stay with me and watch while we shift. I want you to see what I see, feel what I feel. I want to share this memory with you, too."
 
   Posy's calm and melodious voice, crackling with static, echoed through the empty cargo hold. "Captain to the bridge. We've got company."
 
   "I have to go." Tor was already moving when another voice chimed in.
 
   "The ring is up and holding steady, Cap. Say the word and this bird is ready to soar." Truca sounded as if she was ready to soar with it. "I told you she was a beauty."
 
   "Actually, she told me it was a piece of flying shit," he chuckled as he broke into a trot.
 
   Wynne trotted behind him. After the Sea Goose's rocky start, she wasn't sure she wanted to see the shift, but this was Tor's life and she wanted more memories, too.
 
   "What have we got?" Tor asked as he took the time to settle Wynne into her seat.
 
   Posy answered without looking back. "Two ships on our tail, approaching fast. They're too far out to identify, but with all the noise we made taking off, my guess would be Wynne's peacekeeper friend."
 
   Ish snickered, but never took her eyes from her screens. One of them prominently displayed a series of rapidly changing figures like those movies that kept you on edge with a countdown to when the bomb would go off.
 
   With Tor's touch to his shoulder, Posy moved back to his original seat.
 
   "Let them get a little closer," Tor said. "Navigator?"
 
   "On course and holding, but we're cutting it close."
 
   "That's what we want, Ish. Make them think the old rust bucket can't shift until it's too late. Send me the count."
 
   Ish's fingers moved and the screen with the rapidly moving figures appeared before Tor.
 
   "Engine room, are you ready?"
 
   "I said I was, didn't I?" the girl's voice snapped with tension.
 
   "Excuse me?" Tor's voice snapped back.
 
   "Oh, uh, sorry. Yo, Captain. Ready and waiting for the count."
 
   "That's better."
 
   "Captain?" The usually unflappable Ish sounded nervous.
 
   "I got it. On my count. Three, two, one, shift."
 
   With the words 'On my count' everybody braced, so Wynne did, too. She gripped the arms of her chair like her life depended on it. When Tor said, 'Shift', she was pressed back into her seat with such force she thought her body flattened to a Wynne shaped pancake. Before she had time to be frightened, it was all over and the windshield before them was filled with a fireworks' display of color and light. Streak after steak of brilliance surrounded them, though none were reflected inside the ship.
 
   She knew Tor was issuing more orders and the others replied, but Wynne heard none of their words. Her mind was consumed with radiance.
 
   She gasped at the beauty of it and laughed with delight as she was reminded of a picture she'd imagined as a little girl. This was what the entrance to heaven would look like. The pearly gates would open before them at any minute. Was this the rush Tor spoke of? She couldn't say it was better than sex, but it was a sight she would never forget.
 
   Truca's worried voice broke through Wynne's amazement.
 
   "Captain, the ring's oscillations are beginning to waver. She won't hold."
 
   "Reduce to two." Tor ordered.
 
   "You can't hit the tunnel at Shift Two, Captain," Posy reminded him in his calm and sultry voice.
 
   "We're not going to make it anyway. The tunnel's closing," Ish added, sounding not nearly so calm.
 
   A dark spot vacillated in the center of the windshield. The edges wavered like a living thing.
 
   "Engine room, reduce to one, then wait for my count."
 
   It was Mohawk's voice that answered. "She heard you, but she's a little busy holding this crap heap together."
 
   The lights began to slow, but Wynne felt no difference in the movement of the ship.
 
   "On my count, Truca."
 
   The dark spot had grown to a pulsating blob and they were headed right for it. Wynne gripped the arms of her chair again.
 
   "Captain," Posy warned.
 
   "Drop her down and disperse the ring. Three, two, one. Now!"
 
   This time, Wynne felt the loss of power. Restraints pressing into her shoulders and chest, she was thrown forward in her seat, but felt like she was being thrown into the blackness that now filled the windshield.
 
   "Fuck," Ish muttered, but she sounded pleased.
 
   "We did it!" Truca shouted.
 
   "And that's why you call me Captain," Tor crowed. The relief in his voice was the only indication of the tension he'd felt before.
 
   Unlike the light, the surrounding darkness penetrated the cockpit and con. The lights from the computer screens glowed brightly against the black.
 
   "Um, where are we?" Wynne asked. She'd loved the light show, but this darkness made her feel cold.
 
   "Ammon's Tunnel. Creepy, huh?" Ish was enjoying Wynne's discomfort.
 
   Posy showed more compassion. "It will be over shortly. The tunnel will save us time and put the peacekeepers too far behind us to follow."
 
   "We'll arrive on the same day as Honarie," Tor added, before he pressed the button and called out to Truca. "How's my favorite mechanic doing?"
 
   "Other than my wet pants? Pretty damn good. And that's Engineer from now on, Captain. I'm giving myself a promotion."
 
   "You've earned it. Now all we have to do is get you the education to go with it."
 
   Truca laughed. "Too expensive, but there are a couple of texts I'd like to have."
 
   "Consider it done."
 
   Wynne raised her finger and Tor laughed at the gesture. "She's thinking," he said to the others.
 
   "If this, uh, tunnel puts us a day ahead, and I assume that means it will be yesterday, what makes you think we'll arrive on the same day as Honarie? Wouldn't he use the tunnel, too?"
 
   "Those ships we saw at Alamandria's were light years better than that dinky hopper, but they can't shift," Ish explained. "From Celos, Imperial City is well within their range, but only if they fly a direct route. We, on the other hand, travelled a longer distance but shifted and hit the tunnel before it closed not only skipping time, but leaving that sleazy peacekeeper like a tiny and twinkling little star behind us."
 
   "Out of the darkness and into the light," Posy intoned. "Feeling better now?"
 
   At the receding darkness, Wynne nodded. "Much."
 
   "Engineer?" Tor called. "Ready to build that ring and shift again?"
 
   "Don't see why not, Captain. My pants are already wet," Truca answered cheerfully. "But can we keep it at two? Mohawk wasn't nearly as adorable once we hit three." Mohawk's muttered curses could be heard behind her giggles.
 
   "Keep me informed." Tor released the button before he added. "I think our girl is back."
 
   Ish exchanged a glance with Wynne. "I'm wondering if I was wrong. I'm wondering if maybe..."
 
   "She's stronger than you thought?" Wynne asked sweetly because she knew Ish hated sweet. "Strength lies in knowing what weapons you have and how best to use them. You taught me that, Ish, when you were prattling on and on about knives. You've probably taught Truca that, too. Her genius with machinery and knowledge of engines are her weapons. With her weapons in hand, she isn't feeling powerless anymore."
 
   Wynne was hoping for a conceding grin, but was just as happy with Ish's eye roll and reply.
 
   "I'm wondering if maybe you aren't as stupid as you look and only half as weak."
 
   "Why, thank you, Ish. I like you, too."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Plans changed. Tor didn't like it, but Wynne's idea was the best by far and the most likely to succeed.
 
   "It only makes sense, Tor. I still have these doohickeys on my face and Alamandria loaded me up with everything I need to launch my burgeoning career as a cosma mordata, so I may as well put them to good use."
 
   "Mordata cosma," Truca corrected.
 
   Wynne laughed. "Oh, yeah, I guess I had it backwards."
 
   "How the hell are you going to be one if you can't remember how to pronounce it," Mohawk grumbled.
 
   "I'm not going to be one. I'm going to pretend to be one. I don't think I'll be required to say it," she huffed. "I won't have to say anything at all, just strut my stuff." She shimmied her shoulders and hips.
 
   Posy groaned. "Prayers to my goddess, don't do it like that."
 
   "You want his eyes on me, don't you?"
 
   "No," Tor said.
 
   Posy ignored him. "Yes, but a mordata cosma does flaunt, she entices." The Basker gracefully glided across the floor, hips swaying. He stopped, and with big feet daintily poised, turned. Elbow bent and forearm raised, he tipped his hand backward in a haughty and very feminine gesture. With a long cigarette holder and a martini, he could have made it big in the movies of the 1940s.
 
   "Wow, a navy blue Bette Davis. Do that again."
 
   He did and Wynne followed his every move. "How's that?" she asked.
 
   "Better, but use a little less sway in the hips." He looked around at the others. "What? I was raised as an assassin. You do whatever it takes to get close to your assignment. I'm very good with cosmetics, too. This..." He touched his cheek and cocked his head in another very feminine gesture. "Is not an easy complexion to disguise. By the way, my dear, I hope Alamandria had the good sense to pack gloves. Your hands are atrocious." He held out his hand to her. "Let's go get you dressed."
 
   "Over your dead body," Tor snarled. That was exactly how the big blue guy got women naked. He made them believe he was harmless. Combined with his tribe's dangerous reputation, it was a winning combination.
 
   "I wasn't going to touch," Posy protested and then threw up his hands in defeat. "Fine, Ish can go with her, but no leather," he warned.
 
   "I got it. Tastefully enticing, not doxie on the dock."
 
   They were in there now. Posy was allowed in only after Wynne was dressed. Tor, at the helm, had no opportunity to see the result.
 
   "We're approaching the city," he called, wishing they had individual units instead the all-call ship's system. "Engineer, acceleration control to the pilot."
 
   "Yo, Captain. Pilot has the controls."
 
   Posy was at his side, ready to take his place. He slipped into the pilot's seat while Mohawk took the co-pilot's.
 
   "What do I do?" Mohawk asked.
 
   "Look bored," Posy answered. "That's what I do. Go away now, Tor. The Captain has the helm." He proceeded to contact the Dock Master. "This is Posituralonius, Captain of the Sea Goose, requesting to make port and debark."
 
   "How many in your party, Captain, and what is your purpose?"
 
   "Four. A mordata cosma and her Companion, my co-pilot, and myself. Our purpose is pleasure, though I doubt my co-pilot can afford it," he joked.
 
   "Can you?" the Dock Master chuckled.
 
   "I only get here once every few years."
 
   "I hear that. I live here and can't enjoy it but once every few years. Welcome to Imperial City." He gave his instructions. "I'll need your papers and manifest prior to debarkation."
 
   Tor joined Ish and Truca at the rear hatch where they wouldn't be seen. This was something else he didn't like. He would have preferred Truca stay with the ship, but she was half Mohawk's weight and she would recognize the Sky Hawk no matter its new name. Also, as the girl herself pointed out, her age would be questioned if she tried to pose as co-pilot.
 
   Everything went as planned. Posy brought them in with experienced ease and when the giant sliding doors sealed behind them, he taxied to the slip at the direction of the Dock Master. It was almost directly in front of the master's windowed office, which wasn't ideal, but couldn't be helped. Engines turned off and left to cool, Posy left the ship without hurry.
 
   Mohawk called to Wynne when their pilot was in full view through the Dock Master's window. He then called out her progress.
 
   "She looks like a queen ordering her guard to leave her alone. She's walking to the front of the ship. She's walking back and forth. She's got that swivel hip thing down pretty good. She's giving the guy an eyeful and he's enjoying it."
 
   Tor wanted to give the Dock Master an eyeful of his fist.
 
   Ish snickered and called back to Mohawk. "Just tell us when it's safe to leave, hopefully before the Captain's head explodes."
 
   Moments later, Mohawk made the call.
 
   "Good hunting. Let me know when you're back and I'll flag you when it's safe to board."
 
   Fully armed, they crept from a rear hatch and began their search. The two women went one way while Tor went another. This part of the port was meant for passenger arrivals and while the floor of the wide walkway was brightly lit, the docking slips were not. Overhead lighting from the high dome cast wavering shadows and as planned, they used those shadows as cover to avoid the notice of the security guards that patrolled the dock. It was a matter of trotting from hull to hull until they found the right one. Much sooner than Tor expected, Ish was back.
 
   "Where's Truca?"
 
   "Keeping an eye on our ship and trying to get a head count of the bad guys."
 
   "You left her alone?"
 
   "She's not a child, Tor. She needs to pull her weight. She needs to know she can. Besides, what's it to you? You're leaving her to fend for herself."
 
   "You've been talking to Wynne."
 
   "I almost said smart man, but you're not. Come on. It's this way."
 
   They had to pause when they reached the Sea Goose. The lights were on in the cockpit and the glow spread like a beacon across the dock. That wasn't part of the plan, but it wasn't hard to discern the purpose. Four guards stood over by the Dock Master's office, enjoying the show, a show for which Tor had no seat. The flat face of the ship prevented him from looking in without chancing exposure.
 
   "What are they looking at?" he complained. "What the fuck did you dress her in?"
 
   Ish grabbed his arm, leaned out and grinned when he yanked her back. "Whoa, it wasn't that. I, at least, showed some good taste. She must have changed."
 
   Into what? The Osana's evil grin said she wanted him to ask, but Tor wasn't about to add to her enjoyment. Instead, he made a fool of himself and scolded like an old woman.
 
   "You should know better than to take a risk like that. You could have been seen."
 
   "Sorry, Dimi." Ish's use of the Osana diminutive for father told him what she thought, and then she snorted. "There was no risk. No one would notice me, not while she's dancing in the window."
 
   He wasn't sure what Ish meant by dancing in the window, and wasn't about to ask that, either. That didn't, however, stop the vision in Tor's mind of the second floor sex shows on Celos. He started to grind his teeth.
 
   "Let's get this over with," he growled. "I don't like leaving Truca alone."
 
   "Get used to it," Ish told him before she ducked beneath the Goose and took off. Get used to what? Thoughts of Wynne dancing in front of other men or Truca being alone. He'd never get used to either.
 
   Truca met them one dock slip away from the Sky Hawk. With two ships between them, they were free to speak in whispers.
 
   "Chubo and Nix are in there," Truca told them. "There are only two guards, at least that's all I saw. I heard them talking about the two, um, well, you know. One said he had to give them another dose."
 
   Tor's face hardened. "Tell us what you learned." It wasn't much, but it was enough. "Let's get this done. Ish, make sure those eyes are still on Wynne. Take the nose when you're sure it's clear. I'll take the rear and draw his attention. You take him from behind. When the other steps out, I'll take him."
 
   Ish needed no more explanation. They'd worked so long together none was needed. She pulled one of her wicked looking knives from its hidden sheath and grinned. Blazers made no noise, but their firing would come with a flash of light that was bound to draw attention.
 
   "Wait," Truca said, raising her finger just like Wynne. "What if Number Two doesn't come out? You'll have to go in. You can't fire, but he can. What does he care if he attracts notice? We're the bad players here. You're trying to steal his ship. Chubo and Nix could get hurt."
 
   "Get dead, you mean." Ish shrugged one shoulder at Tor. "It's what I'd do. They got caught in the crossfire."
 
   "The Hawk might be hurt, too. If she's hurt badly enough, she won't fly."
 
   Tor almost smiled at the way Truca spoke of the ship as if it was a living thing. "Suggestions?" he asked, knowing she had one.
 
   "Let me draw them both out."
 
   "No." Sharp and definite, the word brooked no argument. It was usually enough to shut Truca down, but not this time.
 
   "They know me, Tor." She nodded at his questioning surprise. Her eyes focused on the ground. "They were there. They thought it was funny. I recognized Number Two's laugh."
 
   Tor didn't have to ask where 'there' was. He glanced at Ish and knew what the Osana was saying with her eyes. Truca needed this.
 
   "I'm listening," he said.
 
   From behind the ship, Truca approached the first guard. The knife in her hand was clearly visible, an obvious and foolish proclamation of her intent. Her unfeigned trembling played believably into the image she needed to present; an amateur out for revenge.
 
   "Remember me?" she asked the guard and in case he didn't, "Maybe not. I was pinned to the floor of Honarie's lair and naked at the time." Amateur mistake number two. Don't stand around and talk. Do the deed and get out.
 
   He moved toward her. "Yeah, I remember now. Back for seconds?"
 
   Truca froze, but recovered quickly. "S-seconds? Y-you and your f-friend in there didn't even get f-firsts. N-no one did."
 
   Tor was sure the stuttering wasn't intentional, but it worked. The guard was becoming bolder.
 
   "That was Horny's fault, not ours, and Horny's not here." He banged his fist on the forward hatch, the one Truca had seen them use before.
 
   "What?" came the annoyed answer as the door opened a crack. "If you have to take another shit, that's too damn bad. I'm sick of..."
 
   "Got something here to get rid of the boredom. The demon from the Devil's Den came to give us another chance."
 
   "Fuck all, but she's a tasty bit. Don't just stand there. Get her in here."
 
   "I came to kill you." Truca raised the knife and lunged.
 
   This was not part of plan. She was supposed to back off and make them come out. The guard immediately went for the wrist holding the knife. Truca fought like a wild animal, scratching, kicking, punching, biting, and gouging at his face with her nails when he turned her and captured her about the waist.
 
   "Don't let her scream," the guard in the hatchway hissed. "Get her inside."
 
   He opened the hatch cover more fully while the guard struggling with the girl tried to cover her mouth. She bit him. Swearing, he raised his fist to strike, but Tor struck first.
 
   With the hatch fully open, the view of the back of the ship was blocked. By the time the guard in the doorway saw Tor grab the raised fist and twist, it was too late. With his first step into the open, Ish released her poised knife and buried it in his neck.
 
   Tor dispatched the first guard in the same way, coldly and silently, but Truca wasn't satisfied. She kicked the body viciously and then moved on to the next."
 
   "Who's. Laughing. Now?" she asked in time to her kicks.
 
   Tor had to pull her away. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Pressing her head to his chest, he bent his head and whispered. "It's all right, Truca. It's over."
 
   "No, it isn't over." Truca started to weep. "It never will be because it's taking you away from me, too."
 
   Ish, watching them, caught Tor's eye. She shrugged as if to say, "See?"
 
   His nonverbal reply was a disgusted glare. He gently pried the girl from his chest, now unsure if her tears were genuine.
 
   "Truca, I want you to go with Ish. You need to find Chubo and Nix, and help her gather what we'll need while I clean up out here. Go on now. There's a good girl."
 
   It didn't take him long. "It's me," he called softly at the hatch when he returned, and opened it carefully. As he suspected, Ish greeted him with her knife at the ready.
 
   "Not taking any chances," she said as she sheathed the blade.
 
   "I wouldn't expect anything less. Chubo and Nix?"
 
   Ish laughed and pointed to the two canvas sacks slumped in the corner. They're fine. Breathing is steady, but they're out cold. Truca was right. They're drugged. We found the sacks hanging from hooks in the cargo hold. Truca wanted to let them loose, but I figured they'd be easier to move if we keep them trussed up."
 
   She showed him the rest of the things they collected. Com units, a few weapons including the old fashioned handloaders, clothes, and an inflatable trolley were piled on the floor, along with other bits and pieces she thought they might need. They were all ready to be packed in a trunk and carried away.
 
   The trunk came from the Captain's quarters. It was long and heavy and filled with the sorry sum of his life.
 
   "We were just starting to dump your shit on the bed. Truca's in there now. I'll get Posy's trunk while you get yours."
 
   Truca looked up when he entered. She was kneeling in front of the open and half empty trunk at the foot of his bed. There was nothing in that trunk that she would consider shocking or intimately revealing, yet it made him uncomfortable to see her going through his things. She held a holo-cube in her hand.
 
   "Are these your parents?" she asked, showing him one of the hundreds of active scenes the cube contained.
 
   This one showed his mother holding a straw lined crate and three decs of chicks. She was laughing at the little balls of peeping fluff as they fell over each other in their attempts to escape the box.
 
   "Our most recent additions," she said and then the laughter in her eyes turned to something else. Her smile was different, too.
 
   "Kushma," a male voice chided. "Do you really think Tor is interested in our new hatchlings?" His father's face came into view. "Greetings, son."
 
   "Of course he is," his mother said to his father, and to Tor, "Of course you are." Her eyes misted. "You can't spend your life jaunting about the galaxy."
 
   Tor smiled at that as he did every time he watched it. His mother was a strong and practical woman, a shialtek, and like the word implied, she saw her target clearly and her arrows shot true. Except when it came to her son. She refused to see him as a military man engaged in war.
 
   "How many credits have you saved?" her picture asked. "How much longer must we wait for you to bring home..."
 
   Tor wiped his hand over the face of the cube to shut it down. His mother was about to say "a bride", someone who would smile at him with her eyes.
 
   "Yes, my parents. They died soon after that was taken," he told her tersely. He'd put those saved credits toward the down payment on the Sky Hawk. He began scooping out the rest of the trunk's contents and depositing it on the bed. "We don't have time for this, Truca. We have to get back to Wynne."
 
   "Before she runs out of clothes," Truca teased.
 
   Tor's next thought was of the best way to kill Ish.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   The sled-like trolley was so overloaded with trunks and bags, the bottom scraped floor. Mohawk looked like a sausage stuffed in the casing of a First Mate's shirt that was a size too small. He towed the inflatable sled behind him. Posy had forgone his robes to don a pristine Captain's shirt. The shirt, cut in a bib style, had two rows of shining gold buttons that tapered downward from shoulder to waist. The alignment of the buttons made his shoulders seem wider while narrowing his waist. Multicolored braid secured by gold stars where shoulder met sleeve, proclaimed his civilian rank. Combined with his narrow legged trousers, he looked every inch of his seven-foot frame. He steered the trolley with a touch of his finger at the rear.
 
   Wynne, dressed in finery and covered by a light silk cloak, walked beside it. Ish wore her usual leather garb. As the mordata cosma's Companion, she was fully armed and looked ready to test each one of her weapons on anyone who stepped in their path.
 
   "Can't we hurry this along?" Wynne whispered.
 
   "Do you see anyone else hurrying?" Ish asked.
 
   "No." But she doubted any of the people wandering the streets of Imperial City were carrying trunks with people inside who might be suffocating with the lack of air. They weren't carrying two others stuffed in what looked like mail sacks and who might wake at any moment.
 
   Wynne's concern grew when they turned down a side street and parked the hovering trolley alongside a table at an open air cafe. Posy, ever the gentleman, held her chair for her. He then made a short but formal bow and walked away, taking the small bag she knew contained his robe with him.
 
   "Don't watch him." Ish leaned in as if pleasantly conferring with Wynne over the short menu. "He's your pilot and no concern of yours."
 
   "How long will this take?" The question was purely selfish.
 
   While Alamandria wasn't much taller than Wynne, she was definitely narrower at waist and bust. Tightly corseted to make the dress fit, Wynne felt like she couldn't breathe. Her breasts billowing up and out of the square cut neckline made her feel self-conscious. She should have picked one of the other outfits from her impromptu fashion show, but Tor had made her angry and she picked this one out of revenge.
 
   "I thought we agreed. No parading half naked in front of other men."
 
   "What did you want me to do? I couldn't keep marching back and forth in front of the ship like a wind-up toy. I decided to pretend I was deciding what outfits to take with me."
 
   "You've got two big trunks and a dozen sacks. You'd take it all," he grumbled as if she had no sense.
 
   "You obviously haven't taken a good look at Alamandria's closet. There's no way she could fit all of it in the Goose without taking over the holds," she huffed back. "Posy told the Dock Master he'd been flying me for quite a while. It only made sense I'd seek his opinion. No one saw anything they weren't supposed to." Though she made sure to come close several times to make them believe it was possible. "You were gone a long time. I didn't know where you were or what you were doing. My job was to keep their attention. That's what I did."
 
   "Next time, don't."
 
   "Next time, I'll do what needs to be done just like I've always done."
 
   Thinking about it later, Wynne saw what an eye opening statement that was. Since the war on Earth began, she and Mira had both done what needed to be done to give their children a stable home. Their strengths were different, but both were necessary. She was the yin to her sister's yang.
 
   She should have left it at that, but because she was hurt, she took it another step. "What does it matter, anyway? You're the one who said I should find another man. These clothes will attract a whole slew of them to choose from."
 
   "I said to find a man who sees you as I do, as more than a good fuck in a silk dress."
 
   "You mean one that loves me so much he's willing to throw me away so he can commit murder? We have a saying on Earth, Tor. Been there. Done that. I'm not interested in doing it again."
 
   "This isn't for me. It's for Digger and Lusomo."
 
   "Fine. I hope that helps when you're all alone, floating around the galaxy, with no purpose but avoiding your own death."
 
   She'd been perfectly happy to slam the lid on his trunk and while she didn't want him to suffocate, she hoped he was very hot and sweaty, and the inside of the trunk smelled awful.
 
   Their waiter brought a plate of pastries and a silver pot of cavic, the spicy equivalent of coffee, to the table. Mohawk, at a separate table – no self-respecting mordata cosma would share her table with a co-pilot – dug into his food as if he hadn't eaten in a week. Ish, with a great deal more restraint, ate heartily as well.
 
   Wynne couldn't swallow a bite. Her stomach was tied in knots. It always happened after any confrontation, but the one with Tor made it worse. She couldn't eat. She couldn't drink. There was nothing she could do to correct the situation except to sit and wait.
 
   A cross between Paris and Las Vegas, two cities she'd only visited in pictures, Imperial City was a combination of old world elegance and high tech. It was big and bright. Ornately constructed hotels with sky scraping spires and floating balconies were evenly spaced along the road, each with elaborate gardens. There were even songbirds in gilded cages hung from silver hooks at every street corner. Restaurants, theatres, venues for drinks and dancing, all of it meant to celebrate the wealth of their patrons.
 
   Everywhere Wynne looked, wealth was on display. Her paltry facial jewels were nothing compared to those she saw on the street. Those women were always on the arms of men who looked like they could afford far more than jewels.
 
   "Are they all mordata cosmas?" she asked Ish when she was sure she wouldn't be overheard.
 
   "No. Some are, but some aren't. It's a game wealthy women like to play. A trip to Imperial City is their chance to be something other than respectable mates and mothers. It probably reminds their mates, too. It's an unwritten rule in Imperial City; there are no rules."
 
   Mira was always looking for commonalities between Earth and the Great Beyond. Wynne couldn't wait to share this one.
 
   "What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas," she said.
 
   Mohawk leaned back in his chair and muttered over his shoulder. "Nothing happens in Vegas. The whole planet's like an empty room with a tile floor. Those people have their righteous poles stuck so far up their asses, they're all constipated."
 
   Ish snickered. "Peace and tranquility."
 
   "More like a house of the dead. It's no wonder their population is dwindling."
 
   Wynne bowed her head and shaded her eyes with her hand. "Different Vegas, Mohawk. The one I'm talking about was made for guys like you."
 
   "Really? Sounds like it's worth a visit."
 
   "It would if it was still there." Las Vegas was in the first group of cities to be leveled by the Hahnshin. The need to stifle her laughter was gone as Wynne wondered whether Earth would ever see the like of such a city again. 
 
   Before she could become too maudlin over what her homeworld had lost, Posy returned and greeted her with another bow.
 
   "Your rooms are ready and I've ordered you a chair."
 
   She'd seen the silly looking things floating up and down the street, moving so slowly it would be faster to walk. They were nothing more than an open platform with comfortable seating for four and a fringed canopy for protection from the sun. Like everything else she'd seen in Imperial City, they were decorated with elaborate carving gilded in gold or silver. Huge, circular medallions that reminded her of a coat of arms hung from the back of each canopy. It didn't take a genius to figure out they were a way to see and be seen.
 
   Posy didn't give her a chance to object. He leaned over the back of her chair as if to assist her, and whispered, "This is how it's done." Aloud, he assured her, "Your belongings will be waiting for your arrival," and then to Ish, "Councilor Albermarle."
 
   He wasn't lying. He and Mohawk were waiting with the trolley outside the hotel that sported the same colors and medallion as her chair.
 
   A young man in full livery that matched the hotel began to run to assist her before remembering his office. He slowed to a walk and reached her chair with perfect timing. He was cute and looked like a male version of Truca. He also looked very nervous when he held her hand to help her to alight. He bowed and said solemnly, "Welcome to the Gates of Heaven." It would have been perfect had his voice not cracked at the end. It was probably the poor man's first day on the job.
 
   "Thank you," Wynne said and gave his supporting hand a squeeze. "How lovely to be met with such a warm greeting." She offered him a gracious smile which, after a surprised blink, was returned. She almost laughed when he returned to his post with a happy skip to his step.
 
   Ish did the talking when they reached the desk. "Piatchu, for the pleasure of Councilor Albermarle."
 
   Wynne expected a problem, but there was none. Within minutes, they were on their way. A young boy led the way to access tube and pressed the proper buttons. Unlike the Romer II, the access tube was a clear cylinder, and this one was as large as a room. It zoomed to the eighth floor in seconds. The one on the ship was uncomfortable. This one was worse, but Wynne seemed to be the only one affected by its speed.
 
   She was grateful that her back was to the boy when she entered the room. A hanging jaw and surprised eyes would have given her ignorance away. She'd expected a large and tastefully appointed hotel room. She did not expect a suite of rooms almost as large as Mira and Roark's spacious home on Earth. There was no way all the credit tags they'd found would pay for something like this. She turned to Posy as soon as the boy was gone.
 
   "How?"
 
   "I ran into Councilor Albermarle as he was coming from the cleanser. Poor man. He'd left his bodyguards with his spouse. She was to join him in a few days."
 
   "How did you get in?" She'd seen the security guards in the lobby, all armed and watchful.
 
   Posy grinned. "Sacred secrets of the Baskers."
 
   She nodded and smiled back. "If you told me, you'd have to kill me."
 
   "I wouldn't, but my family would, right after they killed me."
 
   She kept forgetting Posy was a trained assassin. "You didn't..."
 
   "Kill him? No. I told him I'd been hired to, but the grievance seemed so petty, I thought it might be forgotten over time. For a small fee, I could forget it, too. I suggested he keep the rooms, notify the front desk that he was expecting a guest and did not wish to be disturbed for the remainder of his stay. Then I helped him pack a few of his things and make his escape. He won't be heard from for at least a week." He held a credit tag up for them to see. "Councilor Albermarle is a very generous man."
 
   "What if he reports it to the peacekeepers?"
 
   Ish lifted her head and laughed as if Wynne had said something funny before she went back to pressing the code to release the lock on the smaller trunk. As soon as it released, she moved to the larger trunk. Mohawk worked on the sacks containing Chubo and Nix.
 
   "Stay still, damn it," he muttered and slapped at the bag that had rolled off the trolley. The bag started to roll away accompanied by a string of curse words for which Wynne had no translation.
 
   "It's us, Chubo. Quit your caterwauling." Tor rose from the trunk like Poseidon from the sea. He raised his arms over his head and arched his back to stretch.
 
   "Caterwauling! Since when is expressing Chubo's opinion caterwauling? Do you know how long Chubo and Nix waited? Where in Hadrid's Realm have you been?"
 
   The man was about four feet tall with short and deeply bowed legs. His trunk, shoulders and arms looked like those of an average sized man. His large hands ended in long, slender fingers. A face mapped with deep wrinkles contradicted his youthful body. His ears looked too small for his head and his nose, too large. He was neither thin nor fat, except for the little paunch that hung over the waist of his bright green jumpsuit. He threw up his hands in obvious disgust.
 
   "Chubo's going to get a cleansing. He stinks." He marched off to one of the rooms without looking back.
 
   The woman who emerged from the second bag looked very similar except for the long, sandy colored braid that fell down her back. She smiled a little woozily.
 
   "Nix knew you'd come," she said as her eyes scanned the faces of the people around her. She paused for a moment when they came to Wynne and then moved along to Truca who was stretching out the kinks in much the same fashion as Tor. She smiled at the girl. "Come give Nix a big hug. She was so worried about you."
 
   "I'm fine, Nix." Truca leaned down for the hug.
 
   The old woman leaned back to look at Truca's face. "You are not fine. They hurt you. Give Nix a knife and she will cut their twaddles off for you. Or have you already done it?" she asked Tor.
 
   "Not yet, but I'm going to. They're in Imperial City, Nix, but we don't know where. Do you?"
 
   "No. Chubo and Nix overheard much, but not that. Chubo kept fighting them and they kept drugging us. Nix told him to behave, but you know Chubo. Who is this one?"
 
   Wynne held out her hand. "I'm Wynne, and very pleased to meet you."
 
   "She's not a mordata cosma," Tor added.
 
   The woman giggled. It was such a young sound coming from the elderly face that Wynne thought she might have mistaken the woman's age.
 
   "Nix did wonder. The room fits her. Have we come into credits then?"
 
   "Posy made the arrangements."
 
   Nix beamed at the man and included Ish in her smile. "Posy is a good boy. Ish should marry him."
 
   "Put her back in the sack," Ish muttered. She moved away to the door next to the one Chubo had gone through. Peeking inside, she called over her shoulder, "Truca and I'll take this one. Come on, tiger. You can have the cleanser first. I'll order up some food." She waved her hand over her head. "You four can fight over the rest."
 
   "Order extra, if you please, Chubo and Nix have not been fed very well. Chubo is grumpy."
 
   "When is Chubo not grumpy?" Ish called from the room.
 
   Nix walked with a rolling gait to her room. She giggled again. "Ish is right. Perhaps grumpier is a better word."
 
   There was no fight. Mohawk looked in the first door he came to on the opposite side of the room. "Two beds," he said to Posy. "I'm not sleeping with you."
 
   "Nor I you, unless there's a woman between us." Posy ignored Mohawk's grin and turned to Tor. "Have you figured out what to do with them?"
 
   Wynne had taken a seat on one of the sofas flanking a large central table. Her tastes were too simple to appreciate the extravagance of the decor. In her mind, it was gaudy and overdone, but she made an exception for the sofa. In her dream room, the sofa would be the centerpiece. Sinking into the soft cushions was like relaxing on a cloud. She laid her head back and closed her eyes. She only half listened to what the men said.
 
   "I thought of it when Beso did your papers. I had their chips changed. Once this is over, they're yours."
 
   "No."
 
   At Posy's emphatic response. Wynne opened one eye.
 
   "Yes." Tor's response was just as adamant. "They're Hukas. They had no choice. Look at them. They won't be charged with anything."
 
   "But you still will." Posy sounded angry. "What happens then? You can't do this, Tor."
 
   "It's already done and it won't matter in the end. Orax and Honarie are dead men. I swear that on my life. As soon as this is over, Chubo and Nix will belong to you."
 
   Wynne turned her head to watch Tor hand over what looked like two gold coins to Posy who took them but shook his head.
 
   "No."
 
   "Who else is there, Pos? Ish doesn't have the patience."
 
   "What in Hadrid's Harem am I going to do with them? I'll be going back to the tribe, Tor, back to what I'm trained to do. They won't be accepted and I won't either. It's against our laws. And don't tell me to find them a berth. You tried that, remember? There's not a trader out there who's going to hire a Basker pilot with papers or without. They sure as shit won't take on two Huka slaves."
 
   "It could better your chances. Two pilots and a navigator for the price of a single pilot."
 
   "All in name only. My papers aren't real and Chubo and Nix don't have any. They can't handle anything more complicated than straight hops between two points as long as nothing gets in the way. So no, Tor, give them their freedom."
 
   "And doom them to what? They don't know how to do anything else."
 
   "None of us know how to do anything else."
 
   Wait! What? Wynne sat up. "Did you say slaves?"
 
   She stood and faced the man to whom she'd given her heart.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Tor closed his eyes. His face was stony with impatience. "Wynne, leave it. You don't understand."
 
   "I don't understand? Well, let me see." She laid her index finger against her cheek and cupped her chin with the rest. "Chubo and Nix are slaves. Apparently, you own them. No papers, of course. This is a high tech society, so everything is on one of those little chips you guys are all so fond of. How am I doing so far?"
 
   "Wynne."
 
   Wynne's finger was in the air. She wasn't sure how it got there. She wasn't sure of anything but the burning anger inside her. Words were coming out of her mouth without thought.
 
   "You told me from the beginning what kind of man you were, but I convinced myself I saw something else. I saw a good man. You're a smuggler, Tor, and you're talking to a woman who doesn't even jaywalk. I didn't like it, but I understood your reasons, and they were a good man's reasons. You want to make Honarie and Orax pay for what they've done to your crew, not just Digger and Lusomo. Every one of your crew. You know I disagree, but still, I thought you were blinded by love. Your motives were those of a good man. I accepted all these things because they are what you are."
 
   "Kushma."
 
   Her raised finger turned to a full hand. It didn't matter that the black gunk she'd used to darken her eyes was now running down her face.
 
   "Don't," she said, sounding frighteningly calm. "I've listened and tried to understand. This time you listen to me. You told me you didn't deal in the slave trade. You wanted no part of it. Yet here we are with Chubo and Nix, sentient beings you own. You talk about them as if they're pieces of paper to pass off to Posy. That's something I can't understand. I won't understand.
 
   "Our Nona used to say a cat can't change his appetites and a mouse can't change his fear. They are what God meant them to be. You and I are that cat and mouse. The one thing that saves the mouse from the cat is it knows when to run. I'm taking my heart back and returning yours."
 
   Like the mouse she was, Wynne ran.
 
   "Kushma, don't."
 
   She slammed the door behind her and threw herself on the bed. It was then she started crying in earnest, burying her face in the pillow so her pain would not be heard.
 
   "Use the head before you use the heart," Nona Donazetto had warned and Wynne had failed to listen. She'd given her heart to a man she didn't really know and despite her words to him, she couldn't take it back.
 
   "The heart has no sense." Nona was right about that, too. It made no sense, but Wynne knew her heart would continue to pulse in tandem with Tor's for a long, long time. Even if she managed to break that connection, the scar it left behind would leave her with a lifelong reminder of the pain.
 
   If the tight fit of her dress and the corset beneath were uncomfortable before, now they strangled her. Choking on her sobs, she wrenched at them as if they were the cause of her torment. Fabric tore and seams split. Knotted laces were ripped from their eyelets. It wasn't until the offending garments were piled in a heap on the floor that she realized she had nothing with which to replace them. Her bags were still in the communal area of the suite.
 
   The ridiculous failure of her very first tantrum sobered her and dried her tears. This was the result of losing her temper. Naked, she walked to the bath and stepped into a cleanser large enough to hold four. She pressed the buttons and for the first time understood why her sister enjoyed a shower so much. With hot water pounding against her body, she could close her eyes and disappear beneath the soothing spray. Those few minutes of relaxation would go a long way in relieving the tension of body and mind.
 
   As it was, Wynne was clean but felt no better than before. Her only consolation was finding two fluffy hotel robes hanging from hooks on the wall.
 
   Robe belted and tied, Wynne emerged from the bathroom to find Posy sitting on the edge of the bed.
 
   "You people really need to learn a few things about privacy."
 
   Unaffected by her criticism, Posy smiled. "It wasn't locked."
 
   "Did it ever occur to you to knock?"
 
   "Would you have let me in?"
 
   "That's the point, Posy. I wouldn't have."
 
   "My point as well. Come, sit. I have something to show you." He patted the space beside him.
 
   "If this is about Tor..."
 
   "It isn't. It's about Chubo and Nix."
 
   The black box he held on his knees was around a foot long and two inches wide. Wynne knew what it was. Roark used one at his desk at home, so she wasn't surprised when Posy touched the end and the image of a computer screen shimmered in the air. The band of light that spread over his robed lap was a keyboard. Curious, she sat beside him.
 
   With a few taps of the keys, a 3-D image of the Milky Way appeared. "This is our galaxy." He touched the air where the image appeared. "This is your Earth. This is where we are now." Two tiny dots replaced his finger taps. "We speak of sailing the galaxy, but we haven't even begun to explore." He drew a circle and again, a red line appeared. "This is what we call the outer reaches." The circle looked very small compared to the vast expanse of stars beyond it.
 
   The deep, lulling timbre of his voice eased Wynne's impatience. She waited for him to continue.
 
   "Within the known galaxy, there are thousands of habitable planets and asteroids. Each has its own creatures and cultures, each its own evolution. Those creatures and cultures don't always agree. The Galactic Confederation does what it can to keep the peace, but it doesn't have the power to change cultures and traditions that have developed over thousands of years."
 
   "Like the Baskers?"
 
   "Like the Baskers," he agreed, "and like the Hukas, like Chubo and Nix. Their people have been slaves to the Macrin since time began. They're bred like cattle. They know nothing else. We'd heard of them, dumb beasts of burden that walked on two legs, but we'd never done business with the Macrin before. We never did business with them again, either. We aren't welcome." His smile was no longer charming. It was an assassin's smile, cold and calculating. "Did you listen to their speech? Chubo and Nix's?" he added to clarify.
 
   Wynne nodded that she had. She'd thought it odd that they spoke of themselves in third person.
 
   "The Hukas have no word for I, or me, or we. When Tor brought them aboard they referred to themselves as this one and that one. 'How may this one serve you?' 'That one has done as you ordered.' Names are only needed for purposes of ownership. The Huka have no personal identity or opinions. The Huka would never dare to speak to their masters the way Chubo and Nix speak to us. They've come a long way.
 
   "They're both intelligent, freaks of nature according to them, and the source of great amusement to the Macrin who trained them as pilot and navigator. Much like teaching a bird to talk. See what my pet can do? But what happens when the bird begins to repeat things it shouldn't? Worse, what if it begins to reason?
 
   "When we first saw Chubo and Nix, they were being punished for the crime of unnatural behavior. They fell in love, Wynne. They had sex. Worse, they knew it was forbidden and tried to hide it. That was the unnatural behavior. We waited for our chance. Ish cut them down from the posts while Tor and I persuaded their owner to sell them."
 
   "A heated negotiation?" she asked now that she could see where this might be going.
 
   "More than that. After he signed them over, we hung his naked body on the post that held Chubo. We were kind. We didn't do to him what he was going to do to Chubo. It was our way of leaving a message since dead men can't speak."
 
   "But Tor kept them as slaves." She still couldn't get past that. "Whether the master is cruel or kind, a slave is still a slave. It's wrong, Posy."
 
   Posy closed his eyes and looked as if he was searching for words. Wynne waited until he found them.
 
   "They are and they aren't. They're full members of our crew. They earn their share of the profits. If they wanted to leave, Tor wouldn't stand in their way, but he also knows they wouldn't survive on their own even if they had the skills. The slave trade isn't always about women and sex, Wynne. Those ownership medallions they wear help protect them from slavers. Chubo and Nix know that, too. Ask them."
 
   Wynne wanted to believe him, wanted to understand and forgive, but not yet. "He signed them away as if they were nothing."
 
   Posy's shoulders slumped as he blew out his breath. "That's for their protection, too. Think about it. Next to Tor, Chubo and Nix are the guiltiest of the crimes. Their faces have been seen and recorded. Slavery is their only alibi. The courts will see them as slaves, born and bred to obey their master. The Galactic Confederation has outlawed slavery and this is a crime against the Confederation. The courts will set them free and lay the blame where it belongs – on Tor. He wants me to protect them when he no longer can."
 
   "I see." Wynne would have cried had she any tears left. She leaned against the big man's arm. "I've screwed up, haven't I?"
 
   "If you mean that you were mistaken, then yes."
 
   "He's a good man, isn't he?"
 
   "The best, and if I were you, I'd take the opportunity to tell him so before it's too late to save him from himself. We've done our best to convince him. Now it's up to you."
 
   "I've already tried." But maybe not hard enough.
 
   "Talk to him, reason with him, argue with him." Posy chuckled. Deep and sensual, that sound embodied every erotic fantasy. "You could begin by softening him up with sex."
 
   Wynne lifted her head to look at him. "You and Mohawk are two of a kind. That's all you think about."
 
   "It's a perfectly reasonable suggestion."
 
   "For who?"
 
   "For a man, any man." He gave her a smile that at any other time would have melted her insides.
 
   "I think I'll try talking first. Let me get my clothes. I need to get dressed." Wynne started for the door.
 
   Posy caught up her hand and kissed it. He didn't linger, but the warmth of his lips did.
 
   "Ish is a fool to turn you away," she whispered.
 
   "What makes you think she has?" He let her hand go. "You are dressed. You need to catch Tor while he is alone, before he decides to leave. He needs to know you still care. Otherwise he may not care about anything." 
 
   His message was clear. Tor wouldn't care if he died.
 
   Wynne opened the door. The others were gathered around the low table in front of the sofa. It was covered with platters and trays of meat, bread, and fruit. Wynne's first thought was that so much food delivered to one room would draw the attention of the staff. Her second thought was that what happens in Imperial City stays in Imperial City. They knew that better than she did.
 
   Tor wasn't among them, but before she could ask, Ish pointed to the bank of black glass that Wynne now realized weren't windows, but doors that led to a balcony. No light showed through the glass. Tor must be sitting alone in the dark.
 
   Beyond the doors, the night had descended. The lights of Imperial City showered the darkness with color. Soft, shimmery flickers of it played across the floor and along the glass that enclosed this section of the balcony. If it wasn't for the reflection, she wouldn't have known the glass was there.
 
   Wynne paused and closed her eyes. Her grandmother would be scandalized that her granddaughter, who'd all but forgotten how to pray, now chose this moment to reinstate the practice, but Wynne figured God would consider the circumstances and understand.
 
   "Thank you for this second chance," she whispered, "I'm not expecting any miracles, but I wouldn't say no to a little help. He's worth saving and so are they."
 
   Tor was reclining in an oval pool of bubbling water. It was larger than a hot tub, though not nearly as deep. He started to rise. "I'll leave you to your privacy," he said.
 
   He was naked and in full view of the hotel across the way. No wonder Posy and Ish had no sense of privacy. No one did.
 
   She raised her hand. "No, stay. I came to apologize."
 
   "For what?" He eased himself back down. Arms propped on the tile edging, he stretched out his full length.
 
   "For doubting you. For doubting myself. It's a personal flaw, but I'm working on it." Wynne lifted her robe enough to sit and dangle her feet and lower legs in the water. "You tried to explain and I wouldn't let you. Posy told me."
 
   "I wish he hadn't. It's better that you should go with a more accurate picture of who I am."
 
   "Why do you do that? Pretend to be someone you're not when everyone who really knows you also knows that it's a lie. You're a good man, Tor."
 
   "Don't confuse loyalty with goodness, Princess. I sail my own course. I bend the rules to suit me. I follow no law but my own. I see an opportunity and I take it. That's how I got you."
 
   "Really? How so?"
 
   "You really don't know?" Tor shook his head, but didn't bother to hide his smile. "You have a bad habit of only seeing the good in people. You really need to break it. It makes you vulnerable to people like me, and Posy, and Ish."
 
   "You forgot Truca, and Chubo, and Nix. They're terrible people, too, and a danger to us all." Wynne laughed to temper the sarcasm. "And don't forget Mohawk. The man's a womanizer, who drinks and swears too much, makes inappropriate comments, and thinks it's fun to feed people to the dogs. Literally. I'm guess I'm completely blind to what he is, too, but we were talking about how you got me." She swung her legs in the water and folded her hands in her lap like the innocent little girl she wasn't. "Please, go on."
 
   "Fine."
 
   Tor sounded a little put out, but that was too bad. Wynne had the sense that he was using his 'badness' to justify what he was planning to do. She wasn't about to let him do it.
 
   "I saw you on the ship," he told her with a shrug of nonchalance. "I saw how gentle and refined you were compared to those others and those clothes you wore did nothing to hide your beauty. You were the real thing. I knew you had a private berth and a trained soldier to guard you. I knew you were a princess. You weren't part of my original plan, but when that failed, my plan changed.
 
   "It was as if Hadrid himself had set you in my path, a princess worth as much as all the other brides combined. I could trade you for the Sky Hawk and Honarie would think he got the best of the deal."
 
   "You thought I was gentle and refined, and beautiful. It doesn't get any more flattering than that," she confided with a dreamy smile. She flicked water at him with her toes. "Who's Hadrid?"
 
   "Who's Hadrid?" he repeated. He was beginning to lose patience. "Who cares? I'm talking about trading you for the Sky Hawk."
 
   Wynne shrugged. This was much more fun than losing her temper. "I know perfectly well what you're talking about, but I keep hearing the name and it bothers me that I don't know who he is."
 
   "He's the patron god of sky sailors. When you meet your end, you enter his fiery seas and he rewards you with women and strong drink. An eternity of good times."
 
   "Hmm." She frowned. "We're going to have to talk about that, but we'll save it for later. Let's get back to trading me for the Sky Hawk." She raised her eyebrows to indicate he should continue.
 
   "What more is there? I didn't save you. I took you to trade. Why aren't you listening to me? All that shit I handed you about not dealing in slave trafficking was just that. Shit. I own Chubo and Nix. I was going to sell you to the highest bidder and the price was my ship. Will you take off that pretty blindfold you wear and see what's right in front of you?"
 
   "Mira calls it my rose colored glasses. What is it about me that people think I don't see others as they truly are? I do." The only person she'd never seen clearly was herself. "It isn't that I don't believe you, Tor, or that I hadn't thought about the possibility. It makes perfect sense to me. You were desperate. Your plan had failed and there I was, another opportunity. Quick thinker that you are, you made your decision in a second. Lucky thing for me that you did. Thank you for that. Two minutes later, you realized you couldn't go through with it. Thank you for that, too."
 
   "I kidnapped you." His confession was a whispered roar.
 
   "Bah." She blew his confession off with a wave of her hand. "It started out that way, but it ended the minute you left that laundry chute open for Mohawk to find. Propping that door open at the top of those rickety stairs was a dead giveaway. If it wasn't, programming the third escape pod would have been. Hansel and Gretel couldn't have left a better trail of crumbs." She waved her hands to stop his question. "It's a children's story. Hansel leaves a trail of crumbs so his father can follow and rescue them," she explained.
 
   "My point is that you knew Mohawk was behind us. You gave him the chance to follow. Why would you do that when you knew he would only be a hindrance to your big trade?"
 
   "You don't know everything."
 
   "I don't have to know everything. It's enough that I know you, and I love you because of what you are, and in spite of what you are, just like those people in there do." She tossed her head back to indicate the others. "Come inside, Tor. Come inside so I can show you how much I love you and how deeply you've touched my heart." She pulled her feet from the pool and stood.
 
   "You took it back, remember?"
 
   "I do. Can't you see it in my bleary eyes and red nose? I knew as soon as I said it that it was a lie, Tor, and wrong. I was angry, but that should never be an excuse to lie. I couldn't take my heart back even if I wanted to. You hold it too tightly next to yours."
 
   "Do you really mean that?" he asked.
 
   "I do," she said and meant those words in a way Tor would never understand. "For better or worse, together or apart, as long as we both shall live."
 
   He nodded solemnly as if he really did understand that for her, those words were more than a declaration of love. They were her vow.
 
   "Come join with me, Wynne." He held out his hand to her.
 
   "I can't." She glanced at their glass surround and forced a nervous laugh meant to soften her refusal "Like you, I have lines I won't cross. You can call it my obedience to my lover's wishes if you like. Weren't you the one who objected to that robe? Now you want me to expose the whole package to the world. Make up your mind, big guy."
 
   "I have," he said, again so solemnly that she knew he meant more than sex in the pool. "I would never ask you to do anything that crossed one of your lines, Wynne. Look at the doors. What do you see?"
 
   What she saw was six witnesses feeding their faces and not one of them was looking their way. Not yet.
 
   "What did you see from the other side?"
 
   She heard him chuckle, but continued to watch the others. Mouth full, Mohawk looked up, staring right at her. She expected a lascivious wink or some other sign that said he recognized the connection. There was none. He went back to eating.
 
   The glass was black. Wynne circled the pool to peer out into the night. The brightly lit balconies of other hotels were interrupted by segments of black. They must have pools, too. She could see out, but no one could see in.
 
   "Can they hear us?" she asked.
 
   "Can you hear them?"
 
   Wynne slipped off her robe in answer.
 
   Tor didn't wait for her to enter the pool. Water cascaded from his broad shoulders and was driven to the center line of his body by the squared mounds of his pecs. It wove along the valley created by the rolling hills of his abdominals and forced her eye to his erection, full and pulsing with his need. Powerful thighs joined well-formed calves in perfect balance with the torso above. Even his feet were perfect in length and breadth to support that muscular frame.
 
   "You're beautiful," she whispered.
 
   "I was thinking the same of you."
 
   And then his hands were on her, gently molding her breasts. Enjoying the pleasure those hands brought, Wynne closed her eyes and leaned into them.
 
   She smiled. Was it odd that for all his masculine perfection, it was these least perfect extremities that she loved the most? His hands were too large for the arms they extended. His palms were too broad, his knuckles too big for the blunt tipped fingers. His nails were uneven, trimmed by his knife. A roadmap of veins crisscrossed the backs and the pads on the underside were calloused and rough.
 
   Whether caressing her cheek or massaging her breasts, she loved the feel of those hands. Their touch excited her body and warmed her soul.
 
   She slid her hands up his arms reveling in the feel of his skin. She traced his ears with her fingers and lingered at the slightly pointed tips. They were sensitive to her touch and he made the contented sound she hoped for. She clasped his head, over his ears, and rose on tiptoe to reach his mouth with hers. Without breaking the kiss, they laughed together as each moaned with the pleasure of the contact.
 
   His hands slid down and around her body to her rear end, gliding over the soft surface and cupping the globes at the base. With her hands braced at his shoulders, she assisted the lift as if they'd done this many times before. After so short a time together, their bodies meshed so well. It was another proof to her that this was right and meant to be.
 
   With her legs clasping his waist, he turned and pressed her against the outer glass of the enclosure. The glass was cold against her back, made more so by the heat building at her body's core.
 
   It was she who broke the kiss to murmur, "Please."
 
   Braced against the glass, he positioned her with one hand beneath her rear while moving his hips away just enough to use his other hand to guide his erection. She was already wet with her need of him and he entered easily, rocking gently against her until he was fully seated. Hand by her head, Tor slowly set the rhythm.
 
   Opening her eyes to the night outside their dome of glass, Wynne was surrounded by the dancing lights of the city as they reflected off the moving water of the pool. Stars twinkled above them as if in delight of their silent union.
 
   Always mindful of her pleasure while seeking his own, Tor adjusted their bodies until the angle of their movements brought pressure to bear on her clit. The exquisite torture of that pressure brought her higher and higher until he was pounding into her and slapping her sweat slicken body against the glass. Her tiny moans and the movement of her hips drove him deeper into her body until she reached her peak and was driven over the edge.
 
   Tor pounded into her, faster and faster, through the clenching tightness of her orgasm until he reached his own. No words were spoken. There were no words for this union of souls.
 
   Sated, Wynne relaxed in the warmth of his embrace. Head back and resting on the glass, she stroked her fingers over her lover's back. Tor's face was still buried in the crook of her shoulder. In spite of his powerful release, his muscles remained coiled and tense.
 
   "I don't want to give you up," he whispered, "But I can see no other way."
 
   "We can't lose this Tor. What we have here is too precious to lose. What you have with your crew is precious, too. There has to be a way to save us all."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Posy entered the suite from the main door as Tor and Wynne came in from the pool. He smiled when he saw the two holding hands.
 
   "Looks like a relaxing swim did you both some good."
 
   Mohawk snorted. "I doubt they were swimming." He grinned when Wynne said his name in warning. "What? That pool's smaller than my mother's kitchen sink. Get your mind out of the mud."
 
   "Did you find anything?" Tor asked.
 
   "Nothing concrete, but I found two possibilities, one of whom had a small chest of jewelry and boxes of new clothes meant for a woman, but no evidence that one was there. Two bodyguards, neither was present. What was more interesting was the Willenian bukesh hanging in the closet of the other. Again, no other sign of a woman, and no sign the guy's into wearing it himself. He's not like me, so what reason would he have to keep a bukesh?"
 
   Wynne took that to mean the man wasn't an assassin. "What's a bukesh?"
 
   "It's a head to toe covering only Willenian women wear," Ish explained. "No one but close family and servants see her without it. Why have one unless it's to disguise someone who isn't Willenian?"
 
   "I almost borrowed it," Posy said.
 
   Nix, who'd scurried from the room, returned with a towel. Eyes lowered, she held it out to Wynne with a subservient bob of her shoulders. "Nix offers this to dry your hair." She hesitated. "Wynne."
 
   "How thoughtful and how necessary." Wynne took it from her and used it to pat her wet head. "Thank you, Nix."
 
   The woman beamed in response. "I am born to..." she began, but switched to, "You're welcome."
 
   "She's a plump and pretty one." Chubo said to no one in particular. He was in a better mood now that he was clean and fed. "Is the captain going to keep her? Is she one of the crew?"
 
   The question was one for Tor, but Wynne answered. "That remains to be seen." She looked up at the man beside her. "There will always be a you and me. Is there an us?" She looked from Tor to the others. "Are they a unit or do they all go their separate ways?"
 
   "That's not the question," Ish answered. "We're already a crew and we're staying that way. Do we have a captain? Because I'm not kissing Posy's ass."
 
   "Not as Captain, anyway."
 
   "Fuck you."
 
   "Exactly."
 
   Tor ignored the two as he usually did. "Honarie and Orax have to pay," he said stubbornly and Wynne felt the tension in the room rise as if it was a living thing. Tor must have felt it, too, because he relented with a sigh. "How do we make that happen? What we know and what can be proven are two different things. Even with proof, there's no guarantee it gets to court. Who knows how many peacekeepers Honarie wears in his boot and his buyers aren't average citizens. They're men of wealth and power. They had to have been carefully selected. And protected," he added.
 
   "Facts, Tor. Let's begin with facts." Wynne took his hand and led him to a seat on one of the sofas. "And food. Is there any left?"
 
   "I got it, Nix." Truca jumped up before the other woman could.
 
   "Fact, Wynne. No one saw either of the brothers steal the Sky Hawk. The ones that took Truca, Ish, and Posy are probably dead, and I never saw who hit me. Fact: Honarie wasn't on the Romer II and neither was Orax. I was. We've been over this before." Tor picked up a meat pastry, looked at it, and put it back on the plate.
 
   "Chubo? Nix? Did you see Honarie or Orax on the Sky Hawk? Did you hear their voices? Did anyone mention them?" Ish asked.
 
   Both heads bobbled from side to side.
 
   "Chubo and Nix saw only two. They said our master was dead. They own the Sky Hawk and Chubo and Nix. If Chubo and Nix did as they were told, Truca would live, and they would not be sent back to the Macrin." The man cringed at the thought of a return to slavery and maybe death. "Did Chubo and Nix do wrong?"
 
   "It's what I would have done," Ish reassured them.
 
   They whispered together and then Nix looked up. "Nix was in her bag. Nix heard someone, not the two, speak of my fat bastard brother, Horny. Does this help?"
 
   Wynne smiled her encouragement. "It's a start."
 
   "No matter what they heard, it's still my ship, my pilot and navigator." Tor didn't elaborate, but didn't have to. Technically, he owned all three.
 
   "Except they were told they had new owners. As Hukas, they'd accept what they were told," Posy reasoned. "Add in Truca and the threat of being sent home, and you've got a pretty convincing case of coercion."
 
   Tor still looked doubtful.
 
   "Forget that angle for a minute," Wynne suggested. "What about what we learned at Alamandria's."
 
   "That's Alamandria's issue, not ours. Same goal, different reasons."
 
   "But they overlap, Ish." Wynne appealed to the others. "Adjutant Yatos is in Honarie's pocket. He's also connected to Senator Riegard. Together, they lied about the suicide of Senator Plincoff."
 
   "What's this?" Posy asked.
 
   "That's right, you weren't there." Wynne repeated what was said.
 
   "Plincoff was murdered in Imperial City," Posy concluded as one who should know. "Probably in this hotel. Kept at the right temperature, you could take his body back to his home. Better yet, keep him alive until you get there. Suicides aren't that hard to fake if you know what you're doing, and a fall from a balcony can do a lot of damage. With a reliable witness like Senator Riegard, there would be little investigation, particularly if Plincoff had few enemies. Death by misadventure or suicide is the best result an assassin could ask for. Who was this Senator Plincoff?" he asked Tor.
 
   "Retired member of the Godan Senate," Tor said. "According to Alamandria, well respected among his peers."
 
   "And mentor to newly minted mordata cosmas," Wynne added. "He apparently had a My Fair Lady thing going where he turned poor young women like me into Alamandrias. He called them all Piatchu and it sounded like he remained friends with most of them when they moved on." She paused in thought, and then asked. "What if Senator Plincoff knew? What if he heard from his former Piatchus about losing their current patrons? What if the auction has already been held? What if this is the delivery point?"
 
   "Whoa, slow down there, Kushma." Tor patted Wynne's bouncing knee. "So much for facts, heh?"
 
   "It's a fact that Riegard dumped his cosma," she countered. "If she didn't know it, she felt it. It's a fact that Riegard was staying at this hotel and according to his cosma, he's been here a long time. That's why you chose it."
 
   Posy raised his hands. "Don't look at me," he said to Tor.
 
   "It won't matter how long Riegard was here." Ish stated flatly. "We're talking big time Godan credits. These aren't young men. They've had time to increase the family coffers. No one would see anything odd in an extended holiday on Shudish. They'd assume he brought his mordata cosma," Ish reasoned, "and if he'd already made it known that they'd parted ways, no one would be surprised if he returned with another."
 
   "And if that new and alien Cosma became pregnant..." Posy let it hang.
 
   "One of those women would tell. They can't keep this a secret," Wynne objected.
 
   "Of course they can," Ish argued. "These are men with multiple family homes. They wouldn't have to keep her existence a secret, only keep her in seclusion. It's not unusual for a man to be overprotective when his spouse is carrying the heir to the family line. She could grow used to the wealth and position over time, maybe even like it."
 
   "Or die in childbirth," Posy offered and shrugged. "Plausible cause of death. It's a convenience when it comes to murder and it wouldn't be the first time. It's the progeny, not the Brides who are important. These men aren't like me, looking for love and companionship." He looked pointedly at Ish. "If they were, why not keep their mordata cosmas? They want an heir. Period."
 
   "We need to find this Senator Riegard and keep an eye on him. He'll lead us to the auction." It was the first time Truca spoke and she sounded excited.
 
   "First we have to find out if he's here," Tor told her. "We don't even know if there is an auction. What if Wynne's speculation is correct? What if this is only the delivery point?"
 
   "Oh, there's an auction all right, and it's a live one. We have it on the best authority." Mohawk glanced at Ish and grinned.
 
   "Whose?" Tor asked around the hunk of meat he'd slapped between two slices of bread. He'd finally started eating and Wynne took it as a good sign. They hadn't found a solution yet, but they were moving him away from working alone, and he was letting them do it.
 
   "The stall keeper and her sons. The place where I bought the double blade."
 
   "When did you do that?" Wynne had forgotten all about their appointment at the alehouse.
 
   "While Tor was fixing your plumbing. Didn't think you'd want to be disturbed. A man needs concentration to fix that kind of leak."
 
   Wynne shook her head and sighed. The man was hopeless.
 
   "What did you find out from this shopkeeper and why didn't you tell us about it?"
 
   "Not a fucking thing, except what we already knew," Ish said in admission that she'd been there, too. "We didn't tell you because there was no point in roasting the rabbit a second time. Honarie said he'd arranged for his brother to pick up a cargo that was worth enough for them to retire on the profits. He hinted that the cargo was female. Mama was thinking sex trade, not brides. She was going to try to wrangle a side deal for herself by selling you. They didn't know you were from Earth, but something exotic always brings a high price in the slave trade. They were disappointed you weren't with us," the Osana added in a sad and sorry voice. "I was, too. We could have made a tidy profit on the deal."
 
   "And they told you all this over a glass of ale?" Wynne didn't try to hide her skepticism.
 
   "Hell no." Mohawk looked at her as if she'd lost her mind. "We had a what-do-ya-call-it, a heated negotiation. That's it." He was pleased he could use Tor's words. "Ale came later."
 
   "And did this heated negotiation include fists and knives?"
 
   "No, we brought candy and flowers. The three big bruisers she brought along with her were so flattered they swore they'd name their first born after us." Mohawk flipped his hand in disgust. "Of course it involved fists and knives, a blaster, too. She must have thought an extra witless wonder would guarantee a win. She thought wrong. After a bit, Mama sang like that opera shit you and your sister listen to."
 
   "Did the aria begin with please don't hurt my babies anymore?" Wynne asked, laughing.
 
   "No. It began with kill the dumb fucks if you need to, but don't hold that knife to my throat," Ish picked up the tale. "I had to make her bleed a little first, though. She was shy."
 
   "If we'd known it was that easy, we would have gone for her right off. Half the fun, but twice the time to drink later. Ah, well. You can't have it all." Mohawk sighed resignedly.
 
   Tor's impatience flared. "The auction. What did she say about the auction?"
 
   "That the fat fuck said the auction was for his brother. Orax wanted to see those Godan whoresons fight each other for a piece of meat they'd probably have to pay someone else to eat. That's a quote by the way. Doesn't sound like Orax has gotten past his envy of Godan cock. You nasty buggers get all the good stuff," Ish chided Tor.
 
   "Not all the good stuff," Posy told her.
 
   "Fuck you."
 
   "Yes," Posy crowed and drove his fist into the air. "Care to join me in a swim?"
 
   "You don't have time for anything but finding Senator Riegard," Tor told him.
 
   "Why don't you just ask the front desk?" Wynne suggested.
 
   "Which one of us would have any business asking about a senator?" Ish asked her, "And don't say you. It would be up to your patron to call and oops, he isn't here. Every com unit in the place comes with a vid screen."
 
   "Ah yes, the downside of your high tech," Wynne laughed. "My head works in terms of low tech intelligence gathering. Truca can be our spy. She can flirt with that cute doorman we met today. He looks like her, so it wouldn't seem odd if a bored young woman tried to strike up a conversation."
 
   "No. Truca stays out of it."
 
   "She's an adult, Tor." Wynne's gentle reminder came with her hand on his arm. The young woman needed to be a part of this. "Truca should decide and it isn't dangerous."
 
   Truca immediately agreed. "I'll do it."
 
   "It would be easier than having me check out five hundred rooms," Posy conceded. "We don't have that kind of time. I can keep checking to see how many names we can come up with for the guest list. The more names, the better chance of finding someone who'll crack under questioning." He smiled. "If need be."
 
   "If you can find out his room number," Wynne instructed Truca, "it would help. If you can find out if he's in his room and who he's talked too, it'll be even better. The key is to sound like you're chatting about nothing. You're not looking for information. She went on to describe some of the techniques she'd used when getting the scoop on Mira's next high school conquest.
 
   Tor watched her carefully. "How do you know about all this?"
 
   Wynne laughed at his suspicion. "My sister was the hunter, but I was the one she forced to track her prey."
 
   "Mira hunts?"
 
   "Not any more, Mohawk. Her hunting days were over once the war began, and then she met Roark. So..." She slapped her hands on her knees and looked around at the others. "Are we good?"
 
   "No."
 
   "I'm getting tired of that word, Tor." Wynne began clearing the used dishes from the table.
 
   "No more so than I." He sighed and, elbows on knees, he lowered his head to his hands. "Once we find Riegard, what then? If he's in contact with Honarie, it won't be in public. Honarie's too smart for that. I doubt if Riegard or any of the buyers know where the women are being kept. We don't even know if they're in the city or being kept somewhere else. We're no further than we were before."
 
   At least he was using 'we' instead of 'I'. Wynne mover her hand from her knee to his. "Posy can find them," Wynne tried to reason. "That's what you have to do, right? Before you, um, eliminate the problem, right?"
 
   Posy smiled at the turn of phrase. "Yes, but an assassin's game is one of patience, Wynne. The problem can't always be eliminated quickly. Tracking your quarry takes time, especially if they know they're being hunted. We don't have the luxury of time. There's also the complication of saving the women. If we wait until they're sold..."
 
   "No." Wynne raised both hands. "That's non-negotiable. We have to rescue them, too. Don't you see? They're exactly like Chubo and Nix. They're exactly like me."
 
   "Wynne is not like Chubo and Nix," Chubo protested. 
 
   "But I almost was. It was only by the grace of God and your captain's conscience that I wasn't taken with the others."
 
   "Kushma." The word, so softly spoken, was an apology. Tor gripped her hand.
 
   "It's all right. I understand, but the fact remains. The Brides Brigade is part of this deal. It has to be."
 
   Posy broke the silence that followed. "The best way is to draw one of the brothers out into the open so I can follow him back to his lair. Once I know where that is, I'll find my way in. Riegard is the key to that, but what's the bait?"
 
   "Me." Wynne's one word had all heads turning.
 
   "No." The word was repeated by the three men. Ish remained silent, but with a half-smile and a speculative glint in her eye. Truca's eyes went wide, but whether with shock or fear, Wynne couldn't tell. The Hukas looked to each other first, and then to Tor.
 
   "You said it yourself, Tor. I'm a princess of the House of Kronak, and I'm human, and probably GCP," She counted off on her fingers. "Though you shouldn't mention the probably part. I'm worth more credits than any of those Brides. What a coup to have your House allied with the House of Kronak through your heir. Ish said we can't ask for him at the front desk, but if we know what room he's in, she can knock on his door. She's my Companion and she's about to turn me over for more money than I could ever pay her."
 
   Ish was nodding. "I like it, but more important, Riegard will buy it, and so will Honarie. Orax might even want to keep you for himself. His own personal...what did you call it?"
 
   "Coup. It's like a victory."
 
   "Yeah, a victory. It's the best chance we have, Tor. She won't be alone. I'll be with her and if Riegard decides to pay me off, Posy will be there in the shadows."
 
   "I don't like it. Why not wait another day or two and see what we can come up with?"
 
   Mohawk's suggestion of delay surprised her. Wynne expected a protest, but thought it would be more about his exclusion than the timing, since he took her safety so personally. Maybe the old warrior was beginning to feel his age.
 
   What was more surprising was Tor's agreement with him. It made her wonder if he was still following his own course and had only offered lip service to throw them off track.
 
   "It wouldn't hurt to wait. There's not much we can do tonight," he said. "Posy, you keep looking. Mohawk, you're with me. Wear that uniform. You can ask the laundry staff where a poor and lonely co-pilot can get a reasonably priced drink while I borrow a uniform. You see what you can find out in the alehouse. I need to find the Communications Office and set up those alibis for Posy and Ish."
 
   "I thought you already... Oh, alibis. I got it. Sounds like a plan." Mohawk almost fell out of his chair in his haste to go change.
 
   "They won't need an alibi," Wynne argued. "You'll have the Brides' Brigade. You'll have me. When Riegard takes me to either of the brothers, I'll be an eyewitness."
 
   "We'll call it a backup plan."
 
   Tor rose and walked to the pile of bags that were still waiting to be sorted and put away. He found the one he wanted, a very small one compared to the rest. He dumped its contents onto the floor and refilled it with items from another, larger bag. That one she recognized. It was the one Mohawk had left on the floor of Alamandria's workroom. With his back to the room, Wynne couldn't see what he took. Bag packed and sealed, he headed for the door.
 
   "Ish, you stay here and keep an eye on things." His eyes slid to Truca and Wynne.
 
   Wynne followed him. "Where are you really going?"
 
   Tor cupped her cheek in his palm. "Still don't trust me?"
 
   "With my heart, yes. Anything else? Not a bit." She turned her face into his hand and kissed his palm. "When can I expect you back so I know when to start worrying?"
 
   "I won't be too late. I'm only going to the roof. The Gates of Heaven is the tallest building on the boulevard. From up there, I can see who lands or leaves on the other hotels. That's why I chose it, not for Riegard." He leaned down to kiss her. "Get some sleep and keep the bed warm. I'll wake you when I get back."
 
   His kiss was short, and warm, and sweet, and not at all like he was saying goodbye. That, more than anything he said, reassured her.
 
   It didn't stop her, though. As soon as the door closed behind the two, she turned to Truca. "Let's go find something in Alamandria's stash for you to wear. Hopefully, we can put together an appropriate outfit for a shy, but flirtatious, young woman. And hopefully, that adorable doorman is still on duty."
 
   Ish stood in front of the bags and trunks, arms crossed and feet planted firmly. "Tor said to keep an eye on you two."
 
   "Good," Wynne told her, "You can do it in the lobby. You're my Companion. You didn't think I'd let her go alone, did you?"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Wynne surreptitiously admired their handiwork from the seat she'd chosen in the lobby. As she had before, Ish had sorted through the stack of garments, throwing this aside and that on the bed. Based on what they'd seen on the street, Truca chose a pair of trousers with flowing legs that looked like a full length skirt when she stood still. It was Nix who matched the pants with a tight fitting top cropped a few inches above the waist. A sheer and flowing tunic covered the top. Bred as a handmaiden, it was Nix who made it all fit. Her fingers flew as she whip-stitched Truca into the outfit.
 
   "Nix must be ready at all times to see to the lady's repairs," she said in reply to their praise.
 
   Her own outfit was easier. She was a mordata cosma and not a young girl. Her strapless bodice sparkled with crystals. Her skirt was a swirling mix of all the colors of the rainbow. Wynne loved the look until she stood in front of the full length mirror. The skirt was as sheer as Truca's tunic and showed what her grandmother would call 'everything but what she had for breakfast'. It made her feel self-conscious and that was not what she needed to present to the world.
 
   Ish's comment didn't help. "Tor's not going to like that." 
 
   "Tor's not the only one." Wynne began looking for something to use as a slip.
 
   Nix came to the rescue there, too. Still lowering the hem of Truca's pants, she reached for a garment Ish had tossed to the floor. "Try this."
 
   The white silk skirt was more narrowly cut and when slid beneath, seemed perfect. "What do you think?"
 
   "The bulk makes your waist look too fat," Nix answered promptly and giggled at Wynne's look of dismay. "Nix must always tell the truth unless the lady does not wish to hear it."
 
   "Too late," Wynne muttered. She turned away from the mirror. "Nix, about your truthfulness. You obviously can lie, right?"
 
   The little woman's smile faded. "Nix will remember next time."
 
   "No, no, not about this. I meant other things." Wynne hesitated and then spoke the words she didn't want to think about much less say aloud. "If things don't go well, if the police, I mean peacekeepers become involved, could you say you were told you belonged to a man called Orax?"
 
   After criticizing Tor for expecting Truca to bear false witness, here she was asking this poor woman to do the same. God forgive her, she was breaking the eighth Commandment to protect the man she loved.
 
   Nix apparently had no religious qualms. She shrugged. "Chubo and Nix's captors said the Sky Hawk had a new owner. Chubo and Nix belong to the Sky Hawk. Yes?"
 
   "Yes, and thank you." Wynne wasn't sure it would work, but if Tor was right, it might encourage the court to be lenient.
 
   The little woman had patted her hand. "Chubo and Nix understand consequences to their actions. Chubo and Nix are loyal members of the crew."
 
   Using what she'd learned from Alamandria, Wynne applied their makeup; lightly for Truca, more heavily for herself. Truca wore no outer covering. Wynne wore a white cloak with crystal trim along the opening and around the edge of the loose hood. She was to pretend to be waiting for her patron to arrive to take her out for a night on the town.
 
   Ish wouldn't let them leave without one last addition to their ensembles. "Where are your knives?"
 
   "The Osana equivalent of a fashion statement." Wynne laughed as she raised her foot to a chair, lifted her skirts, and attached the strap as if it was a sexy garter.
 
   Truca laughed with her and did the same. "No well-dressed woman should be caught without one."
 
   Ish didn't see the humor and now stood by Wynne's side with a forbidding scowl that discouraged anyone from saying hello. There were several other women waiting as she was and Wynne wouldn't have minded a little conversation, but Ish was adamant.
 
   "Keep your mind on the mission."
 
   Not bothering to hide her boredom, Wynne watched Truca play her role to perfection. The young woman played it so well, Wynne began to think Truca wasn't acting at all. She chattered and giggled and blushed, and looked like she was enjoying herself.
 
   The young doorman was enjoying it, too, though he tried not to show it. He stood stiffly at his post and was attentive to his duties, but his head kept tilting down to look at Truca and his mouth kept moving in response to her comments and questions. Every once in a while, he would smile and then blush and become straight faced again when he remembered where he was.
 
   Guests came and went and Wynne was becoming concerned that Truca's behavior would soon come to the notice of the young man's boss. She was just about ready to call it quits when another chair arrived.
 
   The man exiting was Godan, an older man by the grey in his hair and the more pronounced ridges in his forehead. By the gold braids hanging from the shoulders of his dark grey tunic, and the diamond studded medallion at his chest, he was a man of some importance. He ignored the young doorman's offered hand and his greeting. He paused only long enough at the entrance to make sure the two men who shared his chair took their places behind him. They were dressed in matching dark suits and Wynne assumed they were body guards.
 
   The trio wasn't much different than several others that had entered and exited before except that once the man was halfway across the lobby, Truca began to hop around and wave her arms like she was cheering at a basketball game. Their quarry had arrived.
 
   Ish swore and Wynne rose. Showtime.
 
   "Catch Truca's eye and get her out of here. Then call Tor," Wynne whispered as she moved to the front desk.
 
   Senator Riegard was being fawned over at the reception desk. She caught the room number and little else as the maître d'hôtel handed over an electronic square that must have contained the man's messages. His body tensed, and frowning, he looked around. Beyond where she stood to the side as if waiting to make her own inquiries, he spotted whoever he was looking for.
 
   Breathing a sigh of relief that he wasn't looking for her, Wynne turned to walk away. She wasn't taking any chances. His room number would be enough. In turning, she jostled against a man who was calling the Senator's name. He looked down to apologize as she looked up. Looking away, she tried to hurry past, but she was too late. His hand on her arm prevented her escape.
 
   "Piatchu." Adjutant Yatos's greeting was far from friendly.
 
   Behind her, Senator Riegard spoke. "What did you call her?"
 
   Wynne was pinned between the two men with nowhere to run. She caught a glimpse of Truca's frightened eyes before she turned her head away with a slight shake of denial. She could only hope the girl got the silent message to move on. She didn't dare look for Ish.
 
   "My apologies Senator," Yatos said. "This woman is a known thief and I am authorized by my superiors to place her under arrest."
 
   In an unnecessary and exaggerated display, Riegard patted down the front of his smooth and meticulously unwrinkled tunic and cried, "My purse. This woman has stolen my purse."
 
   With his free hand, Yatos flashed his credentials at the maître d'hôtel behind the desk. "We need a room where the Senator can make his statement in private."
 
   "Of course, of course." The man blanched and swayed, and closed his eyes, offering a string of apologies and swearing loudly that nothing like this had ever happened before. This was a respectable hotel.
 
   Wynne was bent forward across the counter. Her hands were pulled behind her back. When she was bound, Yatos leaned over her and whispered in her ear.
 
   "When I'm done with you, Alamandria will pay, too."
 
   Her mind was racing, not only with fear for herself, but for the others. If she was recognized as Councilor Albermarle's mordata cosma, they would send someone to the suite and the others would be found out. The maître d'hôtel was already issuing angry and excited orders to his staff, a few of whom Wynne was sure were security. Would Ish get there in time to warn Chubo and Nix? Or would she choose to follow the senator and Yatos and send Truca to deliver the message? Tor and Posy would come. Mohawk, too. She was sure of that, but would they come in time to see where she was being taken?
 
   Her heart raced along with her mind. She was barely aware of the chair she was shoved into or the man who ushered them to the room being dismissed.
 
   "Where's Tor?" Yatos's shout made her jump.
 
   "Who?" she asked, not because she didn't hear, but because nothing but her fear was registering.
 
   Yatos's response was a slap that sent two of the tiny jewels that dotted her face spinning across the room. She watched as they hit the bookcase and fell to the floor. Her cheek stung and her eyes watered, but she refused to cry.
 
   "She knows him. She was seen with him at Alamandria's."
 
   Oh, oh. Were she and Tor seen before he closed the curtains on the platform? No. She had to trust that Tor would have noticed any watchers that night. Yatos was using the same lie he had on Celos.
 
   "Where is Tor?"
 
   This time she clamped her jaws shut and deliberately refused to answer. Yatos's slap sent several more jewels flying. Wynne didn't see where they landed. She only saw stars.
 
   He asked again, but before he could raise his hand to strike, Wynne screamed. If she was going to be beaten, she wanted every snobby money whore in this gaudy, overpriced hotel to know it.
 
   If she wasn't so frightened, Yatos's stunned look might have been comical. She thought it best to quit before he got over the shock. She stopped mid-scream and spoke to the Senator, since Yatos was precisely the asshole she'd pegged him for.
 
   "I don't know this Tor. If the Adjutant saw me in the alley at Alamandria's, he saw me with my Perithian guardian and a woman named Gisela. She took us to Alamandria. My guardian arranged it. That's all I know."
 
   Riegard didn't comment. His mind appeared to be elsewhere, lost in thought until Yatos's insistent yammering brought him back.
 
   "Tor is here." The way Yatos changed the location convinced Wynne his previous claim was a lie. "We followed him. He lost us at Ammon's Tunnel, but I knew where he was headed. We have his ship and the man he stole it from. He has identified this woman. She's with Tor. I know it."
 
   It was another lie. Beso and Till were snoring away when she saw them. To call him on it, though, would prove she was there.
 
   "We have no time for this," the Senator said impatiently. Honarie has called and is waiting for me. Orax has made the delivery. Tor is your concern, your only concern, not mine. This creature is useless. Get rid of her and if you embarrass me in such a way again, you will find yourself at a desk in the Ferdon system. For the rest of your life," he added for emphasis.
 
   Wynne's mind was stuck on 'Get rid of her'. Riegard said it so casually like something he said every day. Maybe he did. He'd murdered or had someone murder Senator Plincoff, too. She opened her mouth to speak, but had to close it again to swallow. She found her voice when Yatos yanked her from the chair.
 
   "Do you know who I am?"
 
   "No, and I do not care," the Senator answered.
 
   "You should." It was so hard not to keep babbling. Her silence paid off. Plus, it gave her a minute to rehearse the changes. She shouldn't have a problem. She and her sister repeated it with hilarity, over and over, when Mira first met Roark. Of course, her life didn't depend on it then.
 
   "I'm a busy man. Say what you have to say."
 
   Wynne took a deep breath and began. "I am Wynne, Second daughter of the House of Donazetto, North American Continent, Earth; adopted sister of Roark, First Commander and now Governor of Sector Three; adopted daughter of Tadin, Master of the Honorable House of Kronak of the Godan Nation, People of Mishra, a Founding Planet of the Galactic Confederation.” She blew out her breath. "I'm pretty sure Tadin is a member of the High Council, too."
 
   "She lies."
 
   She ignored Yatos and appealed to the Senator, who was now looking at her with interest. She repeated what she'd told Tor. "I'm a princess of the House of Kronak, I'm human, and I'm GCP." This time she dropped the probably. "I also know what you're up to."
 
   "Aha. How could you know this?" Yatos smiled as if he'd caught her in a trap.
 
   Wynne had had enough of the pompous little ass. "Because I was on the Romer II. It doesn't take a genius to figure out why ten women on their way to the Bride Market got kidnapped."
 
   "And why would that be, Wynne of the House of Kronak?" Riegard asked. Wynne had seen sharks with a friendlier smile.
 
   "You're holding them for ransom," she lied, "and I know what I'm worth."
 
   "Fortunately for you, so do I." Riegard motioned to Yatos. "Get her up and get that cloak around her. I want her fully covered. I'll have my man call for a chair." He started to turn away, and then changed his mind. "On second thought, Make sure her head is covered and walk her there. There's nothing suspicious in a peacekeeper marching a felon through the streets. I want her seen. And don't damage the merchandise any more than you already have," He added as an afterthought. "Unless you have to." This last was a direct warning to Wynne.
 
   Yatos's nasty smile said he liked the idea. "I'll make the arrangements, Senator."
 
   It was embarrassing to be marched along the main thoroughfare to a side street three blocks away. Wynne was sure her parents and Nona were rolling over in their graves. In her youth, Mira had been the wild one and her younger brother David had some serious run-ins with the law before finding his way, but neither had ever been formally arrested. She tried to console herself with the fact that this was a sham, that being flanked by four uniformed peacekeepers with their puppet Adjutant in the lead made it easier for Tor and his crew to find her.
 
   It helped until it dawned on her that finding her was what Riegard wanted. Wynne's plan had been fulfilled, but in the wrong way. She was still the bait, but the trap was set for Tor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   Tor was watching the third small street skimmer leave the roof. Like the two before it, the skimmer and its occupants; driver, older Godan male, and his two bodyguards; flew off as if leaving the city's central district. Anyone casually watching the takeoff would fail to notice the skimmer's change of course and its return to land on another hotel rooftop only three blocks away.
 
   They would have attracted less notice had they flown directly to their destination. There would be nothing suspicious about a group of wealthy Godan men getting together for an evening of cards and drinking. These men were amateurs at subterfuge.
 
   Tor had flown his ship and its crew through some pretty dangerous skies over the years. They'd outfought raiders, outmaneuvered peacekeepers, outwitted warlords, and in some cases, most notably the Macrin, outrun death by the skin of their asses. He'd faced it all with calm determination and without fear. He relied on caution, careful planning, and trust in his crew.
 
   He'd felt the same when he'd flown the Silver Eagles for the Galactic Confederation. Fear had no place in the cockpit. You trained with your squadron until you could fly the maneuvers in your sleep. You took your ship into battle with the belief that fate had the final say. You would die because it was your time, and not because fear replaced clear thinking.
 
   Battles weren't won by one man on a rampage, yet the minute he received Truca's panicked call, Tor was so overwhelmed with fear for Wynne that he was ready to go to war. Alone. He wanted to kill anyone who stood in his way.
 
   Fortunately, by the time he reached their borrowed suite, practice and experience kicked in and his emotions were under control. Sort of.
 
   Posy was there to greet him with a more detailed report than Truca's "They got Wynne! They dragged her away! The All Knowing help me, I thought they'd come for me, too. Ish sent me back to the room and said to call you."
 
   "She's being held and questioned in a small conference room. She's still in the hotel. Yatos and Riegard are in the room with her, so she's safe for now," Posy insisted.
 
   "A boot licking lecher and a murderer? I'm supposed to take comfort in that?"
 
   "No. Take comfort in the fact that the walls are thin enough that witnesses can hear everything if it gets too loud. Wynne's holding her own. There are two of Riegard's bodyguards outside the door, but peacekeepers are all over. Ish faded back in case someone points her out as the lady's Companion. So far, they haven't made the connection, probably because when Yatos met her she didn't have one."
 
   Tor took the information in, but before he could decide what to do with it, Truca interrupted.
 
   "We can't stay here." She took another bag from Chubo and stacked it on the trolley. Already overloaded and off balance, the pile leaned dangerously to the side. "Ish said to get out. There are peacekeepers hovering around the reception area waiting for orders. Those orders are bound to send them here. Where do we go?"
 
   Tor turned to the trolley and began to unload. "Did you get in touch with Mohawk?"
 
   Posy flicked the small unit attached to his shoulder with his finger. "These com's work fine on the ship, worthless over distance. He was halfway back before he got the call. He should be here shortly. I told him to avoid the main entrance. I don't know how much use he'll be if it comes down to a fight. He sobered up fast enough when I told him what happened, but..." He let his shrug finish the sentence.
 
   "He only has to be sober enough to get this lot back to the ship."
 
   "No," Truca objected. "I want to stay, Tor. I can help."
 
   "That's Captain," Tor corrected. He used the title as a reminder of who was in charge. "It's back in the trunk for you. Chubo and Nix can squeeze into mine."
 
   Finding what he was looking for, he carried the bag to the table. He stripped off the uniform he'd borrowed from the laundry and began to redress in the clothes he'd carried back with him from the roof. In his haste, he hadn't bothered to change. "I'm not leaving you behind," she said stubbornly and added belatedly, "Captain."
 
   "Did I tell you to?"
 
   "No, but..."
 
   "Then shut it and listen. We're going to see this through, Truca. Wynne was right. We're a crew and that's the way we'll stay. It's a big galaxy out there. We'll find our place in it." Tor pulled the weapons bag open and began loading up. He hefted two gray canisters and satisfied, attached them to his belt. "I need you three to ready the ship. Get her moved as close to a bay door as you can. Nix, you plot a course to Sigmund's Tunnel."
 
   The little Huka nodded, but without confidence. "What about the belt?" she asked. Her hands flexed and then knotted together with worry. Nix knew her limitations as a navigator. Plotting a course around or through the meteoroid field that hung between Shudish and the tunnel would be stretching her abilities.
 
   "Straight shot through the middle." It was a dangerous ploy to fly through that large a field of hurtling rocks so large they could crush a ship the size of Sky Hawk, but he'd flown it before. He was hoping whoever followed them hadn't. "I'll be at the helm when we get there," Tor assured Chubo, who was about to object. "Your job is to get us out of the gate."
 
   "Chubo can do that, Captain."
 
   Tor put his hand on the smaller man's shoulder, but his eyes were for Posy. "I'd never ask you to do something you can't." 
 
   "There's a difference between can't and won't." The Basker stayed where he was, his back against the door, where he could listen for approaching footsteps or act as the first line of defense should the peacekeepers arrive with a pass key. He bowed his head instead of his body. "I will avoid what I can and do what I must."
 
   "What about Wynne?" Truca asked. "She's coming with us, isn't she?"
 
   She wasn't, but Tor couldn't allow himself to think about it much less discuss it. He had to keep his head clear and emotion free.
 
   "Let's get her out of this mess first," he told her.
 
   Posy stepped away from the door and reached for the lighted plate beside the frame. "Mohawk," he said before he touched the square.
 
   Mohawk had his fist raised, ready to pound, when the door opened. "What the fuck is wrong with you? You didn't even ask who it was."
 
   "I heard you cursing when you left the access tube."
 
   "Stupid woman and her stupid yapping putzies," Mohawk muttered. "Where's Wynne? Why haven't you got her back?"
 
   Tor didn't look up. He finished strapping the holster of the handloader to his thigh. "Ish has eyes on her. She's still in the building. I need you to take these three back to the ship."
 
   "Not fucking happening." The old warrior was already rummaging through the bag. He frowned at his uniform shirt when the weapon he'd slid into a nonexistent pocket fell to the floor. He'd forgotten the shirt wasn't his. "She's my responsibility. Her safety is my duty. I shouldn't have left her in the first place. If you won't get her, I will. And don't give me your I'm-the-Captain shit. I'm a foot soldier, not a pianzee fucking fly boy. I answer to Roark."
 
   Tor grabbed the old warrior's wrist. Mohawk snarled and tried to pull away, but his strength was no match for Tor's.
 
   "That's exactly why I need you on the docks." Tor's voice was low and firm, and weighted with importance. "You can get them safely aboard and handle anything that might come up. You can be trusted, Mohawk. Wynne's rescue might depend on that."
 
   Some of the tension leaked out of the old man's body. He nodded in understanding and then looked up. "Fine. I'll go, but just so we understand each other. If any harm comes to her..."
 
   "It won't, not if it takes my last breath."
 
   Posy's com vibrated. "Go," he said, his voice a mere hum of sound.
 
   "They're on the move," Ish's voice reported from the unit. "Hadrid's Harem, Posy, they have her cuffed and they're walking her down the middle of King's Way. Her head's covered, but it's her. It's that pugish, Yatos, and four guards. Riegard's taking a chair. Now's our chance. We could take them easy. Get your asses down here."
 
   Mohawk and Posy looked ready to roll. Truca, Chubo, and Nix looked ready and eager to answer his call to arms.
 
   Tor almost made the call. His blood boiled at this latest humiliating display. To do this to a woman such as Wynne! Every muscle in his body cried out for him to charge down to the street and destroy the bastard. He'd already started for the door, when he stopped, finger in the air. The others waited, bodies tensed, for him to order the charge. He hit his com.
 
   "Stay, Ish. Don't move. They're waiting for it. You need to go back and see what's happening in that room full of peacekeepers."
 
   "But..."
 
   "Do it." He turned to the others. "Get out of here. Now. Take them through the back way, Mohawk. Use the freight tube. Feel free to grumble and swear about it. A man who makes noise has nothing to hide."
 
   No one questioned the order. The trunks were loaded and bags were stacked. Tor and Posy followed them out and left Mohawk muttering by the access tube used for freight.
 
   Ish checked in. "They're gone, Cap'n. It's like they were never here, but the boss man is wringing his hands and watching the tube rise. I'm betting a couple of them are on their way to see you."
 
   "We're sorry to have missed them. Make your way to the Tower. We'll meet you at the foot. And Ish? Be careful."
 
   The Tower was a two hundred-foot tall work of art, a spire woven of metal roping that wove its way to the sky. There was an access tube that would take tourists to the top in limited numbers and there was always a long line. At night, it was lit from within in a way they made it appear to be created from strands of sparkling gems. It was a popular place for people to meet. All the tourists would be looking up, the lovers, looking at each other.
 
   "You know, if things don't work out and we have to lie low, this wouldn't be a bad place to pick up some extra credits. We could start a wine 'em and dine 'em service." It was the polite term used for the male prostitutes who plied their trade in Imperial City. Men weren't the only ones who came here looking for fun. "The way those old ladies are eyeing your ass, you could make a fortune."
 
   "They're probably scandalized by all the weapons." Weapons weren't illegal in Imperial City. Body guards were always armed, but they were usually more discreet.
 
   "Not scandalized yet, but they want to be. They're speculating on the size of the weapon you carry in your pants."
 
   Tor glanced over at his grinning friend. "Knock it off."
 
   "Just trying to lighten your mood." They walked a few more paces before he asked quietly. "It's the real thing for you, isn't it? I knew it was for her, the first time I saw her look at you. She doesn't hide her feelings very well."
 
   "I don't think she can. She's too open and honest. She's made to love and be loved." It felt odd to be talking like this to Posy, but he had to say it out loud to someone, just once.
 
   "Then why the fuck are you leaving her?"
 
   Because he'd waited too long to see that she was right and there might be a way out. Because he'd let his bias against the Godan controlled Confederation and the military color his decisions. Because now that he'd finally seen his error, it was too late. He only hoped it wasn't too late for Wynne, too. He settled for a half truth.
 
   "Because I love her and I can't offer her what she needs and wants."
 
   "Have you even tried?" The blaster Posy held within the folds of his robe rose at the approach from their rear, and then fell back. "That's a good way to get yourself killed."
 
   "You knew it was me, though you weren't paying a whole lot of attention when you walked by." She took her place between the two men. "Where are we going?"
 
   Tor poked his chin at the open leveled building on the far side of the park that surrounded the tower. "We're going to steal a skimmer, a nice one. Riegard and Yatos's men are waiting for us at the Six Stars. They'll have all the entrances covered. I think we should go in on the roof."
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Yatos was an ass, but he wasn't a stupid one. He'd immediately foiled Wynne's plan to shout out to the crowd to tell them who she was and what was happening.
 
   "Your cries won't save you or those women," he'd whispered in her ear right before they left the hotel. "Riegard is prepared to move them in an instant. You won't be moved with them. Don't think that little recitation about who you are will save you. You're just a common thief making unfounded claims who met an unfortunate, but unavoidable, end."
 
   Blinded by the hood tied over her face, she stumbled through the streets. It wasn't far, but she had no idea what building they were in, but her hood was removed as soon as they entered it.
 
   "Stay out of sight until the signal is given," Yatos ordered the guards.
 
   They bowed and moved away, leaving her alone with Yatos.
 
   Were these really the upholders of Confederation law or were they dressed to play the part? Were they aware of the truth or did they believe they were part of an operation to snare Tor and his crew? Wynne mentally shrugged as she concluded that it didn't matter one way or the other. She would find no help there. Those peacekeepers followed their Adjutant's orders and she knew what Yatos was.
 
   Wynne's heart pounding. Her mouth was dry. If she could feel the hands bound behind her back, they would be shaking. She was right where she wanted to be, but thinking about what you'd do or how you'd act wasn't always what happened when the real thing occurred. Not once had her imagined plans included abject fear.
 
   She wasn't brave. She never had been, so why did she think that would suddenly change? Wynne closed her eyes and forced her body to relax. There was nothing she could do to rectify her mistake except fall back on old habits. Put one foot in front of the other and keep going. Do what needs to be done.
 
   "You can do this," she whispered in her mind as the tube reached its destination and Yatos pushed her out into an empty hall.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   The hotel's circular landing platform lowered with agonizing slowness into the terminal. Once in place, it turned until the street skimmer was in the proper position for the passengers to disembark. Posy raised the hatch of the custom painted skimmer.
 
   "I'm sorry, sir, but the lot's full. You'll..."
 
   Tor wasn't sure if the attendant's eyes went wide because she recognized the skimmer's occupants or because Posy shot her. He hoped it was the former, but could live with the latter.
 
   "Compliments of Honarie," Posy said to the woman as he stepped from the vehicle.
 
   It wasn't a fatal shot. Precisely calibrated to deliver the minimal shock necessary, the stunner was a weapon commonly used by peacekeepers to subdue suspects who refused to come along quietly and was one of the weapons they'd found in the Devil's den. The victim would remain conscious but be incapacitated for several minutes, in this case, long enough to drag her out of the way. While Posy tied the woman's feet, Tor stripped off her hotel matching tunic and tossed it to Ish.
 
   "Put this on." Ish held the lacey collar between her thumb and forefinger. She curled her lip. "It's pink."
 
   "It compliments your complexion."
 
   Tor and Ish spoke at the same time. "Shut up, Posy."
 
   Ish slipped it on over her vest and shrugged it into place. "Not one word," she snarled at Posy as she turned away.
 
   "Psst," Posy hissed after her. She turned back, teeth bared, and he tossed her the stunner. She caught it and swore at him before striding away to move their stolen vehicle and take up the attendant's position.
 
   Posy spread his hands. "She loves me."
 
   Tor tied their captive's hands behind her back. "How can you tell?"
 
   "If she didn't, she'd say yes and take me home to meet the family. She's afraid they'll kill me."
 
   Tor and Posy remained with the captive. When she opened her eyes, Tor questioned her with the promise that the truth would save her life.
 
   "Don't know what you're talking about. I just park skimmers."
 
   "That would be more convincing if you weren't carrying a blaster," Tor said.
 
   "Maybe I can help." Posy placed his gloved hand around her throat. "What floor was that?"
 
   "Fuck you."
 
   "I'm sorry, I've already had that offer." He used his thumb to put pressure on the artery in her neck. When she began to thrash, he eased the pressure. She coughed and sputtered.
 
   "My job is to let them in. That's all I know. I swear it," she added after the third squeeze.
 
   Ish whistled. Tor rose to his feet. Posy pulled a roll of mag tape from one of the pockets in his robe. "Gag and incapacitate," he said. "See how much can be accomplished without killing someone?"
 
   The driver was already slumped over the wheel when Tor reached Ish. She held the blaster pointed at the head of an elderly Godan in the back of the skimmer while the second body guard glared at her from the other seat in the front.
 
   "Keep them up," she warned the guard.
 
   Weapon drawn, Tor took over for her while she circled the vehicle. He lifted the hatch and motioned for the Godan to get out.
 
   "This is an outrage," the man declared.
 
   "Yeah, it is, isn't it? And here comes another one. Strip."
 
   Ish released the latch on the other side. The guard lunged. They grappled and went down. Posy was there before Tor had a chance to round the skimmer. Light from the blaster flared as he reached her.
 
   "Don't do it," Tor warned the Godan who was about to flee. "We good?" he called to Posy who was lifting the body from Ish.
 
   "I'm not wearing that," Posy complained. "You got blood all over it."
 
   "So? It goes with your complexion." Ish stomped around to the other door to drag the unconscious guard out. He stirred and groaned. "Oh, shut up." Blaster still in hand, she slugged him. His head lolled and she slugged him again. "Next time, check the charge on the damn stunner before you hand it to me."
 
   "I did."
 
   "Tell that to the dead guy," she said as she stripped the pink and now bloodied tunic off and exchanged it for the dark one the bodyguard wore.
 
   "Save this shit for later," Tor ordered and then waved his armed weapon at the Godan. "Do you need help? Because we don't have all night."
 
   "You're never going to pass for an old Godan wind splitter, Cap'n," Ish told him as they entered the hotel.
 
   "It only has to get us to the door, not in it."
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Wynne wasn't ushered into the room Yatos led her to. She was pushed so hard she stumbled and almost fell. She was pretty sure another few of her facial jewels flew off and wondered, absurdly, if her face was polka dotted with the loss. As she righted herself, she looked from face to face, memorizing the features of the men.
 
   Yatos and Riegard, she knew, of course. She would never forget the former's sneer or the latter's cold eyes. She was pretty sure the man sitting behind the table that served as a desk was Honarie.
 
   The fat bastard description fit. With his broad, turned up nose, and beady little eyes, he reminded her of a pig. There were big men who carried a lot of weight and still managed to look powerful. This man wasn't one of them. Unless his legs were inordinately short when he stood, the man was tall. Flabby jowls replaced cheeks and hung so loosely they formed deep creases that ran from his nose to a chin that blended into the rolls of loose flesh at his neck. His body was immense and covered the back of his chair completely.
 
   By contrast, the other man was handsome in a slick and, to her, sleazy kind of way. His dark hair was combed back from a high forehead. His nose was long and narrow in keeping with his face. A pencil thin mustache lined his upper lip. He, too, was tall, but slender. If these two were brothers, she saw no familial resemblance except for the fact that they both looked human.
 
   "Now, now, Adjutant Yatos, that's no way to treat a lady, and an expensive one at that," the thin one said. "Please, sit."
 
   He offered her the chair he pulled away from the wall behind him. His voice was distinctive, high pitched and almost girlish. Wynne filed that away, too. She ignored the offered chair.
 
   "Come, come, no need to be rude. When offered a chair, a lady should sit." There was an edge to his words that made his offer an order.
 
   Wynne felt Yatos move behind her. Not wanting to be manhandled again, she sat.
 
   The two strangers looked her up and down, assessing the goods, she thought. The thin one walked behind her and removed the cloak from her shoulders. He ran his hands along her bare shoulders and down over her breasts. She shuddered. He laughed and leaned close to her ear.
 
   "Like that, do you?"
 
   She hoped he would stop there, but his hands continued down to the vee of her legs and then spread apart as they traveled to her thighs."
 
   "What's this?"
 
   He'd found the knife. More humiliation followed when he raised her skirts much higher than he needed to and removed the blade from the sheath.
 
   "That was lax on both your parts," he said to Riegard and Yatos.
 
   Riegard stared coldly at the Adjutant and laid the blame squarely at his feet. "Searching suspects is not my job." 
 
   Orax untied her arms. Wynne did her best not to shudder again at his touch. She was almost relieved when he only yanked the pins from her hair and let it fall while she rubbed the circulation back into her wrists.
 
   "Not bad," he said. "You shouldn't have roughed her up, Yatos. It'll drive the price down. She's GCP, you say? Are you sure of it?"
 
   "We've got time to verify that, Orax, and to make sure she is who she says she is. I've heard nothing about the House of Kronak being in mourning. We're not putting her on the market today anyway. She looks like she's been dragged behind a cart and there's no time to fix it." Honarie, too, glared at Yatos.
 
   "You said this was the last sale," Orax argued. "The market was getting too hot."
 
   "I know what I said," Honarie snapped, "But this one is too good to pass up. The Senator can put the word out quietly. We can write her up as a ship purchase."
 
   Riegard nodded. "It can be done."
 
   "And what if she's lied?" Orax asked. "I say sell her today on speculation and be done with it."
 
   "If she's lied, then we'll keep her. You can have her first."
 
   "What about Tor?" Riegard asked
 
   "What about him? He's here. We'll find him or he'll find us. Either way, he'll be dead, and Yatos will be a hero." He waved his hand at the future hero. "Put her with the others for now and then go count heads. I want to know who's arrived and take note of who hasn't. We'll need to know why they haven't."
 
   Wynne couldn't believe what she'd heard. She knew about the previous illegal transport of women from Earth, but it had been almost a year since the last occurrence. Roark believed the culprits were dead when they'd only changed their tactics.
 
   She didn't wait for Yatos to take her arm. She rose meekly and followed him, praying silently to God.
 
   "Please let him come. Please keep him safe. Don't let him die because I was a fool."
 
   There were only two guards at the door of the room where the women of the Brides Brigade were kept. They both nodded to Yatos and looked curiously at her, but when he said nothing, one opened the unlocked door to let them in.
 
   None of the women were bound, yet none of them moved when the door opened. Wynne found it odd. Ten women and two guards, three if she counted Yatos. Surely they would have attempted escape.
 
   "Behave or I'll tie you again," he warned before her left. To the others he offered a smile. "The credits are on the way. It'll all be over soon."
 
   No one moved until the door closed behind him. Then Wynne was surrounded by the women and their whispers.
 
   "Don't I know you?"
 
   "She was on the ship, wasn't she?"
 
   "Where have you been? Why weren't you with us?"
 
   "Oh, honey, what have you done to your face?"
 
   None of the women looked worse for wear. All of them were modestly dressed in the Godan fashion. They seemed excited, but not fearful.
 
   "You have to listen to me," she told them. "We have to go. Now. We have to get out of here before it's too late."
 
   Half of them smiled at her. The other half looked cautiously at the door, but not because they agreed with her.
 
   "Don't make waves," one of them cautioned. "It scared the hell out of us when we were taken, but since then, they've been very nice. They took us to a really nice house. We have no idea where it was, but it was comfortable. We had good food and decent clothes. They told us we'd be fine if we behaved and they've kept their promise. As soon as the ransom is paid, they'll let us go."
 
   "You've been in the same place the whole time?" Did that mean the personal items Yatos found on Celos were planted or never existed at all? The next woman confirmed it.
 
   "Not here, wherever here is," another answered. "They blindfolded us when they brought us here, but yes, from the beginning, we were held in the same place. I think it belongs to the tall Godan man. He's a senator, I think."
 
   "No," Wynne told her gently. "You aren't thinking. You've seen Adjutant Yatos and Senator Riegard. What about two men called Honarie and Orax?" She described them, but none of the women had seen them or heard the names. "They're part of it, too. They arranged your kidnapping. You can't identify them, but you can Yatos and Riegard. Why would they let you go?"
 
   They exchanged confused looks and Wynne began to wonder if they'd been drugged. Surely they would have thought of this before? One tall, broad shouldered woman at the back of the group supported Wynne's suspicion.
 
   "I think I asked that, didn't I?" she asked, but not in an I-told-you-so way.
 
   "How long ago were you taken?" Wynne asked.
 
   Several answered at once and none of their answers were the same. It was no wonder they only needed two guards.
 
   "You need to listen to me," Wynne told them again. She told them what she knew. When one of them poured herself a glass of juice from one of the two full pitchers on the table by the door, Wynne stopped her. "Don't drink that," she whispered. "It isn't safe."
 
   Several refused to believe her. She supposed it was easier not to. Several others, though, began to nod and ask questions of both Wynne and each other.
 
   Emily, the tall, broad shouldered one, shook her head as if to clear the cobwebs out. "I can't believe we were that stupid," she said.
 
   "Drugged, not stupid. You were frightened and then relieved when they didn't hurt you. You couldn't think through the fear. Neither could I, but I wasn't drugged and I was with Mohawk, a friend I could trust. You had no one and you were drugged."
 
   "So what are we going to do about it," Emily asked, though she still sounded foggy and confused.
 
   Wynne looked at the door. Ten women and two guards. If they worked quickly, they might be able to pull this off.
 
   "When the guards enter the room, do they draw their guns?"
 
   "Oh, no," one of the less perceptive answered happily. "They wouldn't want to frighten us."
 
   "But they never come in together."
 
   "I think we can work with that," Wynne told them.
 
   When the lights began to dim, she knew it was time to move.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
   When the tube doors opened, Ish stepped out first as any good bodyguard would do. Hand behind her, she flashed two fingers and then called out, "We could use a hand over here. He's fallen ill."
 
   The two came trotting up the hall to assist. Tor took hold of the one who looked where Ish pointed and rammed the guard into the glass wall of the tube. It cracked on impact.
 
   "That doesn't make me feel safe," Posy commented while the second guard buckled under the impact of Ish's foot to her middle.
 
   She brought her two handed fist down on the back of the guard's head and grabbed her arm as she collapsed. "I could use a little help here, Posy."
 
   "But you were doing so well without me." He grabbed the other arm and helped her drag the woman into the car. "Still, it is nice to be needed." He stepped out and removed his robe. "Where should I put this?"
 
   "Don't ask and I won't tell," Ish muttered and then she looked him up and down. Various small weapons were taped to his chest, all stained to match the mottled blues of his skin. Only his arms and head were dark. "No wonder we're always out of mag tape."
 
   "It's what every good assassin wears," he said of the weapon and tiny blue brief that covered his private parts. "I'm off to turn the lights down low. Don't get lost in the dark." He gave them a nod and took off at a trot around the corner in the opposite direction from the way they would go.
 
   "How does he know?" Tor asked as they walked up the hall. He turned the wide collar of his borrowed robe up and tilted the elaborate turban down. Anyone looking closely would immediately see that the robe was too short and the turban too large, but it was enough to buy a few seconds' time.
 
   "He told me once that they studied architecture and construction, a lot of other stuff, too. Those Baskers don't fool around."
 
   "When this is over, you should take him home," Tor said softly.
 
   "Would you ask Wynne to risk her life for you?" Ish asked in return.
 
   "I think she already is," he said.
 
   "Yeah, but you didn't ask."
 
   They reached the corner and waited impatiently, back to back, with Ish looking behind and Tor ready for anyone who came around the corner. The lights dimmed.
 
   "We're a go," Tor said. Ish took her place beside him.
 
   Both guards were looking up at the edge of the walls where the lights were slowly pulsing from dim to dark. Both had weapons drawn. One glanced at the approaching pair and then looked again.
 
   "What's wrong with the gods damned lights?" Ish complained.
 
   Someone who didn't belong would never speak that loudly. It got them a few steps closer, before one of the guards noticed the ill-fitting clothes. Tor tossed his turban at the pair.
 
   The fight was over in seconds.
 
   "What do we do with them?" Ish asked.
 
   "Leave 'em lay. Our arrival won't be a secret in a minute."
 
   Ish opened one of the two double doors, peeked in, and closed it. "Body guards. No buyers. Two doors," she whispered and indicated where the doors were located with her hands.
 
   "You're sure you'll be all right?"
 
   "Posy's on his way." She drew a nasty looking long knife from its place along her calf and the old fashioned handloader from her the holster next to her breast at the underside of her arm.
 
   Tor shed his robe. He removed a canister from his belt and nodded for Ish to open the door.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The toilets here didn't work like the toilets back home, but Wynne had never known one that didn't get stopped up at some point in time and she assumed that applied to fancy ones, too. She poured the final pitcher of water on the floor and gave a thumbs-up.
 
   "Oh no! Oh no! The toilet is overflowing," the woman cried. It was pretty bad acting, but they hadn't dared rehearse.
 
   Another woman opened the door. "We've got a problem in here. Not sure if it's the toilet or the sink. Just know it's wet," the better actress said. She pointed to the water running from the bathroom tile and onto the carpeting.
 
   The guard rolled his eyes. "You're turn," he said to his buddy.
 
   The outer door closed and they watched and waited. He stuck his head in the bathroom door and Emily struck him in the back of the head with the heavy pitcher. When he bent double with the blow, another woman shoved him from behind, and drove him head first into the sink.
 
   Wynne removed his blaster while two others moved in to tie his feet and hands with strips of fabric they'd torn from the drapes.
 
   "Gag him first," Emily reminded and then she lined the others up where they wouldn't be seen when Wynne opened the door. A few began to weep with fear while a few others were giggling with their success. "Shhh," she hissed at the noisemakers and then began to issue orders about who was to stay with whom. "Now remember, no noise until we're in the tube, then scream your bloody heads off."
 
   Now came the hard part. The blaster Wynne held was different from the one Ish showed her how to use and it took her a minute to figure out which button to push. Emily watched over her shoulder since once the deed was done, she'd be taking the blaster and the lead while Wynne brought up the rear with the other guard's weapon.
 
   "Arm. Aim. Activate," she said over and over. "Remember that, Em. Arm. Aim. Activate."
 
   The boom came as she opened the door and so startled her, she almost slammed it shut. The guard looked as shocked as she was and Wynne forgot her mantra. She activated before she aimed. The shot hit him in the hip. He screamed, but she didn't think anyone would hear him over the shouts and yells coming from elsewhere in the hall.
 
   She tossed the weapon to Emily and started yanking the reluctant women out the door and shoving them in the direction they needed to go. She was one short and she went back into the room to find the woman curled on the floor with her hands over her ears.
 
   "They're not bombing," she told the woman, assuming that was the cause. "See? No plaster falling, no breaking glass. You're okay and so am I. Come on, we need to go."
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Tor and Ish charged into the room as soon as the canister did its work. They used the handloaders and shot wildly into the light dimmed and smoke filled room. The noise from the percussion weapons added to the confusion. Some of the body guards fell, some fought back, but Tor and Ish moved fast. They were each to take one of the doors at the back of the room.
 
   When Tor reached his door, he glanced over to make sure Ish had reached hers. Back to the wall, she was fighting off five or six with only the long knife she held in her off hand. She held a woman in front of her, already dead, as a shield. Ish needed help. Tor threw the handloader aside and pulled his blaster as he took a step toward her.
 
   "Go! Go! I've got her!"
 
   Like a wraith made of shadows, Posy danced through the room, swirling and slashing. His arms flew over a guard's head as if he was about to caress the guy's cheeks. Blood spurted from his victim's throat, the result of the wire garrote the Basker held between his hands.
 
   Tor left him to it. He burst through his door to see another door close as someone made their escape. Honarie was tossing papers and credit tags into a bag.
 
   "Where is she?" Tor shouted.
 
   "Dead," Honarie sneered. He pulled a weapon from the bag, but never fired it.
 
   Tor put a hole in the bag and another in Honarie's head. He then grasped the edge of the table to keep his buckling knees from taking him to the ground. Wynne couldn't be dead. She couldn't. He pulled himself up and forced himself to run after the one who had escaped.
 
   He entered another room. This one larger than Honarie's little office. It was meant to hold meetings of moderate size. This was the auction room. A small dais had been set up at the front of the room, a stage on which to show off the merchandise. Chairs were strewn across the middle of the floor. The Godan buyers had no doubt tossed them out of the way as they scrambled for safety in the corner of the room.
 
   Tor waved the blaster for emphasis. "Stay in this room and you'll be safe," he said with authority. "Step outside and you'll die. I'm looking for the man who came through that door. He needs my help as do you," he added and hoped they took it to mean he was on the escapee's side."
 
   "Orax already told us to stay here," one spoke up. "He went out that door."
 
   "Do what you're told and you'll be safe," he called as he ran from the room. Orax, on the other hand, was going to die.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Wynne helped the woman to her feet and led her to the door. They were just passing through it when she was grabbed from behind.
 
   "Run!" she screamed.
 
   The woman ran and never looked back. That was the last thing Wynne saw before she was yanked off her feet and slammed against the wall. Orax held a blaster beneath her chin.
 
   "You can make it with me, or you can die."
 
   She nodded. She had no choice. The guard's blaster was still in his holster. She'd gone to the woman instead of grabbing the weapon.
 
   The wounded guard moaned as they came through the door. Orax shot him in the head. He grabbed her hand and started to run. She slid and almost fell and the blaster was at her head once more.
 
   "Do that again and you die."
 
   They reached the access tube that shot directly to the roof. He shoved her in and kicked an unconscious woman's legs out of the way. The woman groaned and he shot her, then pressed the button. The door closed and he shot the man who, Wynne thought, was already dead. Both dead guards had weapons in their holsters, but there was no way she could get to one in time.
 
   She closed her eyes and prayed, promising God she'd sacrifice anything if he would only save her life.
 
   She tried to reason with Orax. "Tor will follow you to the ends of the galaxy. Let me go and he'll let you go."
 
   The door opened and he pushed her out. "Tor will be spending his life on a penal colony while I need credits to start all over. You're those credits."
 
   There was no attendant and Wynne was grateful. Orax probably would have shot them, too. He rifled through the chips and found the one he wanted, then dragged her to a small street skimmer that was parked nearby. He lifted the driver's hatch.
 
   "Get in."
 
   She had to crawl across the seat to reach the other. She barely had time to turn before the skimmer was moving into position on the giant turntable they called a platform. Orax was pressing buttons on the control as the skimmer began to rise. He didn't notice the man running toward them from the access tube, but Wynne did.
 
   It was Tor. He saw her and raised his hand. Tor had come, but he was too late. The platform had already risen too high off the ground. He'd never make the leap and yet he did. Wynne had all she could do not to gasp when she saw him go airborne. He made it, but not far enough. With his legs hanging over the side, he began to slide. His hands clawed for purchase and finally, finally his knee came up and over.
 
   "You'll never get away with this," she told Orax. She sounded like the old movies her mother used to watch, but she needed to keep Orax's attention on her and the controls. "They'll hunt you down. If it isn't Tor, it'll be the House of Kronak."
 
   "They'll have to find me first."
 
   She kept her face turned to Orax, but her eyes were on his door. There were several gadgets there and she needed to know which one was the latch. She needed to know what to look for on her own door. When the time came, she would release the gull wing hatch on her side and fall to the ground to give Tor a clear shot at Orax. But where was Tor?
 
   The ceiling above them spiraled outward and locked into place. The platform rose through the opening. A perfect fit, it settled into place with a shudder, and then began to turn to position the skimmer for takeoff. Wynne's hand groped for the latch.
 
   "Buckle up," Orax ordered and looked over to see that she obeyed and in doing so, saw her intent. He reached for her.
 
   Wynne hit the latch and threw herself against the opening door. She fell beneath it, landed painfully on her knees and scrambled to her feet, tripping and skidding as she tried to run. How Orax reached her before Tor, she never knew. She was grabbed and flung backward, his arm around her neck. He pressed the blazer to her temple.
 
   Beyond Tor, Wynne saw lights moving toward them through the night sky. She'd seen that arrangement of lights before on the small and specialized troop carriers at the base where she lived. They were coming for Tor. Would they see that he was not the threat?
 
   "Move out of the way or I'll kill her."
 
   "Kill her and you die. Give it up Orax. You've lost."
 
   But Orax hadn't lost, not yet. He dragged her to the railed edge. He lifted and flung her forward so she was hanging over the rail. She arched her back trying to shift her body so her weight would drop her onto the pad and not twenty stories below.
 
   "Drop the blaster and move away or I swear on my brother's life, I'll drop her."
 
   Wynne reached for the rail just beyond her fingertips. She was terrified she'd over balance and plummet to her death.
 
   "You're too late for that, Orax. Honarie's already dead. I killed him just like I'm going to kill you."
 
   Wynne's hands grasped the rail. She slid a little further and gripped it firmly.
 
   "Shoot!" she screamed and both men did.
 
   Orax tumbled back, flipped over the side, and fell screaming. Wynne tried to push up, her hand slipped off the rail and her other elbow buckled. Her hips shifted an inch too far and she was sliding over the rail with no way to stop. She screamed and swung suspended in the air. Tor had her ankle and began to pull her up.
 
   Voices were shouting. Tor kept pulling. Her hips slid over and then she was falling again, this time to the safety of the floor as a red streak of light whizzed past her. Tor spun like a top as blazers beams hit him, one after another.
 
   "Got him," someone yelled as Tor hit the ground.
 
   "No, no, no!" Wynne screamed as she crawled to him. Kneeling at his side, she held his face in her hands. He opened his eyes and smiled.
 
   "Don't worry, Princess, Hadrid's Harem has nothing to offer now that you hold my heart." He closed his eyes and his head fell limp against her hand.
 
   She threw her head back and screamed to the heavens "I didn't mean this! I didn't mean I'd sacrifice my heart!
 
   And once she started screaming, she couldn't stop and they were pulling her away. She fought them, but it was no use.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
   She'd continued to fight and scream as she was half carried, half dragged through the hotel hallway to the main bank of access tubes. The fight left her and the screaming stopped as the first tube shot them forward through the building to another bank that carried them down. She barely noticed and if she had, she wouldn't have cared. She became a lifeless automaton that followed instructions without understanding.
 
   Tor was gone.
 
   The street was filled with flashing lights and annoying mechanical announcements that Wynne didn't understand. Faceless in their helmets and full combat gear, a line of soldiers cordoned off the area and held the crowd back. Other soldiers carried out the dead and wounded. Medical personnel scurried from one body to the next. Life went on. No one seemed to notice that the world had crashed to a halt.
 
   They covered her shoulders with a blanket that did nothing to relieve the cold, hard pain that suffused her body. The women of the Brides Brigade were huddled together in the street. Wynne didn't try to join them. She wasn't one of them. They were rescued. She was lost.
 
   Tor was gone.
 
   She saw Truca, hands pressed against the glass on the inside of another emergency vehicle. Her face was a grotesque mask of reflected red and blue light and pain. So much pain. Wynne knew she should try to offer the girl some comfort, but she had none to give. She was empty.
 
   Tor was gone.
 
   The only sign of life she could muster came when she saw Adjutant Yatos standing amidst a group of peacekeepers, smiling and puffing out his chest with pride.
 
   Her blanket fell to the ground and she pointed with a shaking finger. "Him," she said to a nearby peacekeeper, "He's one of them. He and, and Riegard, Senator Riegard." The words were so hard to speak. "They were with Honarie and Orax. They killed Senator Plincoff."
 
   No one moved on Yatos, but Wynne was whisked away. She was asked questions and she answered, over and over, and over. Five minutes after giving them, she couldn't remember her responses.
 
   She asked her own questions over, and over, and over, too, though she had only one. "What have you done with Tor?"
 
   She remembered their response because there was none.
 
   She was escorted to a ship where she clung to her bunk. She cried and slept and refused to eat. By the time she arrived on Mishra, she had herself under control, though she had to constantly remind herself.
 
   "You can do this. You can do this. Put one foot in front of the other. You can do this."
 
   Time passed, days that felt like years. After a joyous reception by Mira and Roark's family that was filled with hugs and kisses, and assuring her sister that she was shaken but fine, life turned to the coming festivities and the birth of her sister's child. Wynne played her sisterly role.
 
   She was there for the birth of her nephew, a golden child that took his eyes and hair from his mother, and winged brows, tiny pointed ears, and golden skin from his father. She held him on the rare occasion when Mira would let him go. She smiled with the others when he squinched up his face with the discomfort of gas and laughed when his tiny lips puckered to blow baby bubbles. She spent a great deal of time watching him sleep.
 
   Roark's parents were gracious hosts and Wynne graciously accepted their hospitality. His mother provided her with clothing. She smiled at his father's jokes. She heard the gossip about the rescue of the brides, but people stopped talking when they saw she was listening. They were being kind. Little by little, she put the story together. She spoke little at the dinner table, but there were other guests to cover her silences. No one expected her to join in. After all, she was Wynne, shy and thoughtful Wynne.
 
   She played the role she was born to, the one she knew by rote. It was only at night when she was alone that she brought out the stolen bracelet he'd given her and sobbed out what was left of her heart until she cried herself to sleep.
 
   She put one foot in front of the other and did what needed to be done.
 
   She was holding it together until Mohawk arrived. He'd stayed behind as part of the investigation, but she knew he was alive. She thought she was prepared to see him, but when he opened the door to the music room where she was hiding out to avoid yet another tea, she lost it.
 
   "Wynne, it's over."
 
   "Over? You think it's over?" Wynne didn't know where the hostility came from. She'd thought her emotions had died with Tor, but here they were, boiling over in anger. "Great. Find a bottle. Let's have a drink. What's a little betrayal between friends? I asked you to send a message telling them we were fine, not telling them where we were. You didn't do it just once. No, you had to do it twice. Tor had it handled. It would have worked out fine, but you had your duty to Roark, so you betrayed Tor, and you betrayed me."
 
   "Wynne, I'm sorry. It wasn't supposed to end that way. Let me explain."
 
   "No," she shouted. "I don't want your explanations. I don't want your apology. I don't want to forgive. God can send me to hell, but I won't forgive the man who got Tor killed."
 
   She ran to the door that opened out onto the gardens and she kept running until she could no longer hear him calling her name. She ran until she couldn't breathe and she collapsed beside the pond where an assortment of rainbow colored fish reflected the colors of the surrounding flowers.
 
   The cheerfulness of the setting offended her. The flowers should be brown in death. The fish should be blackened with grief. Wynne curled on her side and buried her face in her arms.
 
   She did not bellow or scream as her heart demanded. She wept. She could no longer keep her brave public face. She wasn't brave. She never had been. She needed to leave this place and the joy it held. She had no right to dampen Mira's happiness. She needed to go home and gather the comfort of her children into her arms. She needed to work. She needed to keep her hands and mind busy with day to day tasks that would keep her from falling into the depths of her grief and her shame in resenting her sister's happiness.
 
   "Dear God," she whispered. "Take this burden from me. Mira's happiness should have no bearing on my lack of it. Her joy can't make my grief more or less. I've never been jealous of what she is. Envious, yes, but never jealous. Don't let my bitterness color my feelings for her. I couldn't bear to lose her, too."
 
   "Maybe we should talk about it." Mira knelt behind Wynne and stroked her hair. "I've known since you got here that something was very wrong. You're quiet with others, but never with me. I've been waiting for you to open up and it looks like that time has arrived. You don't have to ask God, Wynne. That prayer was answered the day you were born. You'll never lose me, just like I'll never lose you. We're stuck with each other. We're sisters."
 
   Wynne sat up and reached for her sister's hand. "Please don't misunderstand. Please," she begged. "I love you, Mira, I always have. From the first moments I remember, I loved you and wanted to be like you; pretty and outgoing and daring. I think I envied that most of all. Nothing ever stopped you. You were what, twelve when the boys started coming around? Someday that will be me, I thought, but it never was. In Junior High, it seemed like you had a new boyfriend every month and in High School not a weekend went by that you didn't have a date except when you were grounded for staying out too late the weekend before. By then I knew I'd never be like you, but still, I thought someday, someday, but instead of someday, I got the war, and Mom and Daddy were gone, and my life was set.
 
   "I was happy when you found Roark and happy that he was the one to make your dreams come true. I never resented it. Please believe that. You have to believe that."
 
   Mira scooted closer and put her arms around Wynne. She laid her head on Wynne's shoulder. "I do, honey, I do, but there's a 'but' in there somewhere, isn't there?"
 
   Wynne nodded and the tears came afresh. "Why you and not me?" Wynne sobbed. "Why you and not me? I found him, you know. I found the one, or he found me. Like Snow White in her coffin, he kissed me awake. I touched his heart. Me, quiet and frumpy Wynne. I touched his heart, Mira, and he touched mine. And now he's gone and I can't see a future without him and I can't go back to the past. I'm lost, Mira, and I don't think I'll ever be able to find my way."
 
   Mira, bless her, didn't give Wynne the pep talk about how this, too, shall pass. She didn't hand her platitudes or tell her she would fall in love again. She traded shoulders, pressing Wynne's head down against hers and kissed the top of her sister's hair.
 
   "Tell me about him," she said. "You've listened to all my stories. It's time I listened to yours."
 
   "He had eyes that heated my insides with just a look," Wynne sniffed. "He made me laugh. He thought I was beautiful..."
 
   "Because you are. Haven't I always said so? Now tell me the rest."
 
   Wynne sniffed again and tried to sit up. "You don't have time for this. You have guests coming and a ceremony to prepare for."
 
   Mira laughed at her excuses and pulled her head back down. "I have all the time in the world. My sister fell in love and needs to tell me about it. Don't worry about the rest. I have my priorities straight. My kid's going to have a name with or without a ceremony. To hell with it's bad luck to name him without one. With me as his mother and you as his aunt, he's already got it made, and with Roark for a daddy, he'll have every advantage."
 
   "Tor has no money. Had no money," Wynne corrected. Even verb tenses were a reminder.
 
   "Tor, so that's his name. I wasn't talking about money, kiddo. I meant the important things, like loyalty and honor."
 
   "Tor had those things, too. Oh, Mira, I wish you could have met him and his crew."
 
   "I'm about to meet them through you, honey, so let's begin. Where did you meet this Tor?"
 
   Wynne told Mira everything.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Mira wasn't late for the Naming Ceremony and neither was Wynne. She was glad she came. Unburdening her heart and sharing her love for Tor with Mira had done her good. She still mourned him and always would, but she no longer had to keep her grief bottled up inside. 
 
   She laughed when Roark held his son aloft and declared him to be Salvatore, son of Roark of the House of Kronak, and all the rest of it, and the baby bellowed in protest. She thought it was sweet that they'd named the boy after his grandfather and wise of the child to complain about the length of the rest of it.
 
   Cheers and toasts were made and she raised her glass along with them. If her eyes misted over with thoughts of the son she might have given Tor, no one noticed.
 
   Baby Sal continued to bellow as he was passed from hand to hand for each person's blessing. When it was her turn, she held him against her chest and cooed softly, "May you someday find a woman with such love in her eyes that she touches your heart."
 
   Behind her, a deeper voice murmured, "I was lucky enough to find a princess. May you, young Salvatore, find your princess, too."
 
   This wasn't the first time Wynne thought she heard his voice, though usually it was when she first awakened or as she drifted off to sleep. Her mind had played these tricks before, but never when she was fully alert or in a crowded room. She was afraid to turn, afraid she'd find an empty space behind her, or worse, the specter of lost love come to haunt her waking hours as well as her dreams.
 
   "I think I'd better take my little guy back. You're looking a little wobbly." Mira held out her arms for the baby.
 
   "Is he real?" Wynne knew how foolish the whispered question sounded, but she had to know. If this was some figment of her imagination, she had to be prepared for the fresh heartbreak it would bring.
 
   Mira grinned. "Looks pretty solid to me."
 
   "Kushma."
 
   The roughened hand on her shoulder had her spinning in place. "It's you. It's you. Oh, Tor, it's really you." She burst into tears. "Oh God, oh God, Thank you. Thank you." She threw herself into him, arms around his neck, and with enough force that he staggered back.
 
   "As real as it gets," he said once he'd regained his balance, and then he bent to kiss her, and it was as he said, as real as it gets.
 
   The room and the people disappeared. The baby's cries faded. All Wynne felt was Tor's lips on hers, warm and welcoming. Alive and real. She couldn't get close enough to him.
 
   "Easy there," Tor told her, "I'm not quite ready for the rough stuff."
 
   "Yeah, there'll be no four-legged frolickin' for a while yet, so don't get your hopes up. Healers didn't even want him out of bed. I had to steal one of them death carts out of the morgue to sneak him out past that old harpy at the desk."
 
   "You had that old harpy in the storage closet for almost an hour," Tor said with a roll of his eyes.
 
   "Yeah, she got her fancy tickled and I got a big fat nothing. The old bitch wouldn't budge."
 
   Tor laughed and then coughed with his arm wrapped around his middle and in obvious pain. He was so pale and his eyes had dark circles beneath them.
 
   Wynne had been so happy to see him, she hadn't noticed the details, only that he was alive and she was in his arms. She hadn't seen how thin and weak he was. She saw it clearly now, and reached for a chair and when Tor went to take it from her, she slapped his hand.
 
   "I can lift a chair. You can't. Sit," she ordered.
 
   "I'm fine," he said.
 
   "No, you're not. Sit for a minute and then Posy can help me get you up to my room."
 
   "Bossy and stubborn. I keep telling you, but you don't listen."
 
   Once she had Tor firmly seated, Wynne turned to Mohawk. "You keep telling everything to everyone but me," she accused. "You knew."
 
   "Yeah, I knew. That's what I was trying to tell you."
 
   "No. You knew before and you let me think he was dead."
 
   "We didn't know until yesterday that he wasn't. The healers said he was too far gone. We figured why put you through it twice."
 
   "Who's we?"
 
   Mohawk poked his thumb over his shoulder. They were all there; Posy, Ish, Truca, and Chubo and Nix.
 
   "I'm going to kill you, every last one of you," Wynne told them.
 
   "No threat there," Ish snickered. "Have you seen her aim?"
 
   "Hey! I shot a guy in the leg," Wynne protested.
 
   "Holy crapoli." Mira looked at her sister with new eyes. "There's a lot to this story that you left out."
 
   "I'll bet she was aiming at the guy behind him," Truca laughed and then she opened her arms and captured Wynne in a hug. "They wouldn't let us send a message while we were being held for interrogation. Mohawk got the harpy to do it. Roark got us out and his father's going after all those involved. They were processing Yatos when we were being released. Please don't be angry with Mohawk, Wynne. It was all of us together. Even the calls to Roark weren't his fault. Tor told him what to say."
 
   "Good thinking." Posy patted Truca on the back. "Blame the guy who just got back from the dead. She won't be mad at him."
 
   "You knew about the calls?" Wynne asked Tor.
 
   She should be angry. She wanted to be angry, but Posy was right. Tor was alive. There was no room for anger when her heart was overflowing with relief and love.
 
   "Yeah, I knew," he said. His eyes closed and his body listed to the side. Fortunately, Posy was there to catch him. "You need to let me explain."
 
   "It can wait," Wynne said. "You're in no condition to explain anything." She turned to Mira who'd been watching it all with a happy smile. "I'm sorry, but I can't stay. I need to get him into bed."
 
   "Priorities, remember? I get it. Now go take care of those priorities."
 
   Later, warm and happy in the bed that had seemed so cold and miserable for so many lonely nights, Wynne listened as Tor explained.
 
   "I was supposed to make the deal to trade you for the Sky Hawk, but only after Roark's troops got there and they could listen in. The deal was that I would get them the proof they needed as soon as you and the crew were out of the line of fire. Then you got taken and plans changed. They saw us at the rail and thought I was trying to push you over. It wasn't their fault, Princess. It wasn't Mohawk's, either. According to the nurse, the man never left my side. He kept threatening to kill me if I died."
 
   Wynne giggled at the absurdity, so typical of Mohawk's logic.
 
   "He kept saying I swore I'd never hurt you and I was breaking that oath. He said you'd been hurt enough, but he would forgive me if I would only wake up." Tor shrugged and even that small movement caused him pain.
 
   "It's all right now," Wynne reassured him. Nothing mattered now that he was in her arms again.
 
   "No," he argued. "You need to know. To me, it was all part of the nightmare of seeing you fall. I couldn't forgive myself for letting you go. I couldn't open my eyes. I didn't want to open my eyes to a world without you. Something he said must have finally sunk in, because the next thing I knew, I was sitting up in bed telling him I had to find you. He told me what happened. He wanted to bring you to me, but that would have taken too much time. I had to find you. I had to know that it was real. I never meant for you to suffer. They didn't either." He bent to kiss the top of her head. "Forgive us?"
 
   There were worse things in life than suffering under the 'protection' of people who cared. It was part of the process of loving and being loved and these same people had showed her the way to forgiving herself.
 
   "They brought you back to me. They've given us a second chance. I could forgive them anything," Wynne told him before she kissed him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
   Their departure from Mishra was delayed. The healers insisted Tor wasn't ready to make the journey and Wynne was required to give her testimony all over again. More arrests were made, including a few of the peacekeeper interrogators.
 
   For their role in the rescue of the Brides Brigade and the capture of the remaining culprits, Tor and Wynne were rewarded with enough money to legitimately purchase the Sea Goose. There was enough left over to pay for Truca's schooling, and pilot's licensing, the legal kind, for both Posy and Ish.
 
   They brought both ships back to Earth, Sector Three, but Posy and Ish were bored after a week and took Truca with them on the Sky Hawk's first run without Tor. Chubo and Nix stayed behind. They decided to settle in their own little place.
 
   "No slavers here," Chubo told them. "No worries. Chubo and Nix are free." For a Huka, life didn't get any better than that.
 
   Tor's healing took much longer than Wynne would have liked, though she began to wonder if Mason and Ahnyis weren't conspiring to keep him Earthbound for her. Tor didn't seem to mind, and she was grateful for the time he spent getting to know the children. They were cautious at first and this troubled her because they had so readily accepted Mohawk and Roark. Tor wasn't bothered by it.
 
   "They don't trust me," he told her one night after they'd made sweet and gentle love. Her days were so full that this quiet time together to talk and share had become a ritual. "And I don't blame them. They're afraid I'll take you away. Give them time."
 
   And time was what he gave them. He took an interest in what they had to say. He shared what it was like to grow up on Freedom Farm and what it was like for him to lose it. He was one of them, and they felt it. He understood what it was like to lose those you loved. Slowly, they began to thaw.
 
   One day when Tor, Matias, and Royal came home from exploring the nearby countryside, the two boys came charging in, calling Wynne's name in a frenzy. Her heart was in her mouth, thinking something had happened to Tor.
 
   "What do you think about poultry?" Matias shouted.
 
   "They're good to eat. Why are you shouting and what have you done with Tor?"
 
   "Nothing. He can't run yet. He told us whoever got here first could ask."
 
   "About what?"
 
   "About poultry."
 
   "Who's on first," Wynne said, but they didn't get it any more than she got them.
 
   Rashonda had to translate. "Tor calls them fowl. His folks raised them on Freedom Farm. He talks about it all the time. I think he wants to raise them, too. You know, like a family farm only not so big. Did you know that glop comes from a grain? Maybe we could grow that, too."
 
   Wynne shook her head. "No, we definitely won't grow glop." That was one thing she knew Tor would never agree to.
 
   "But fowl?" Tor asked from the doorway. "You wouldn't mind fowl? There's land practically for the taking right on the edge of town. There's a market for meat and eggs and plenty of scrap wood to start off the coops and pen. The boys can help me build."
 
   "And girls," Rashonda added, always ready to fight for her rights. "Girls can build, too. Maybe I'll be a contractor someday."
 
   "I thought you wanted to join the military," Matias said.
 
   "Nah, that was a long time ago. Now she says she wants to be a mechanic like Truca," little Bitsy informed them.
 
   "I thought she wanted to be whatever Ish is." Dorrie called from the kitchen and added, "Heaven forbid."
 
   "She can be a builder," Royal defended his twin.
 
   "She can be anything she wants to be. You all can," Wynne called over the top of the brewing argument. This was her life and she was happy with it. She smiled at Tor. "I don't know anything about poultry."
 
   Tor gathered her in and held her close to his chest. He whispered into her hair. "You didn't know anything about sex, either, but you learned, and learned to do it well."
 
   She smothered her laughter in his chest. "Practice makes perfect." She looked up at him with adoring eyes. "I won't let you give up sailing the skies because you think I'll only be happy if you stay planetside. Your happiness means a lot to me, too."
 
   "Who says we can't do both? I'll have two ships and two pilots. It'll take me some time to find a crew that fits, but once that's done there's no reason I can't...what's that you always tell your brother he can't do? Have my cake and eat it, too? We can make this work, Wynne. Together, we can make anything work."
 
   "Chicken shit," Mohawk grumbled to no one in particular. "Who knew I'd end my days shoveling chicken shit. Come on, kids, if I'm going to be a farmer, I need a straw hat. Let's go see if we can find one and if we can't find one, I know who made a new batch of candy this morning." He winked at Tor and Wynne as he herded the children out the door. "You two ain't invited."
 
   Wynne paused for a moment to give thanks for the happily ever after that she was now certain her future would hold. Then she laughed as Tor impatiently tugged her hand to lead her to the bedroom they now shared. This was the man who had touched her heart and there were plenty of memories yet to be made.
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   For my readers,
 
    
 
   Thanks for reading Tor from my Women of Earth series. I hope you enjoyed it. If you’d like an advanced announcement of dates for coming books I’ll be happy to add you to our Newsletter list. Just email me at jackie3049@gmail.com or sign up at my website http://www.jacquelinerhoades.com  .
 
   On a more personal note, if you have read and enjoyed one (or all) of my books, and would be so kind, please leave a short review saying so on the site where you purchased it. Multiple good reviews and word-of-mouth are the lifeblood of Indie authors like me.
 
   Thanks in advance and, as always, Bless You,
 
    Jackie
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