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|"ve al ways wondered what | would do if there cane a time to stand agai nst
society, to
stand for sonething...something inportant. Sonething that mattered. Wuld
have the courage
to fight for a belief? To defend an ideal with my very life? To kill for a
cause?

That |ast has al ways been the hardest question for me to answer. In ny
i magi nati on, ny
life is easier to give away than the taking of another life. But that’'s in
t heory.

Who knows what we might do in practice?
-- Fromthe journal of Kira Farseaker

Page No 5
The Promni se of Kierna Rhoan |Isabo Kelly - 5
CHAPTER 1
“Kira?”

“Hush,” Kira hissed over her shoul der, never taking her eyes fromthe
roadbl ock ahead.

“Keep your heads about you,” she told the four wonmen in the back of the van
“They can’t know

if you don’'t give us away.”

Kira studied the stiff navy unifornms of the CGuards, her practiced eye hunting
for the

fam liar face. He was there. She knew he woul d be there sonmewhere. This

bl ockade had his

mar K.

Convul si vely her hands clenched the rough steering wheel. By force of wll,
she rel axed

both her grip and her shoul ders. He wouldn’t break her. Not now. And he
woul dn’t find her out.

They inched forward in the long line of vehicles, nbst the latest in

synt hesi zed transport -

clean, efficient, small and cheap - toward the handful of Guards at the
roadsi de. The day was

bright with late autumm sun reflecting off the cars and the tarmac pavi ng of
the road, glittering in
the rust sand that peeked between the |long, |ow buildings edging this side of
the city. Beyond the

bui | di ngs, the land was covered with a m x of palms, succul ent shrubs and
sparse, patchy salt

grass. At this southern edge of the city, the faintest hint of sea scent
wafted in the breeze.

This was the kind of day that Kira had |Ioved as a child. Warm but with the
hint of winter
to conme. Days for playing in the backyard, or running on the beach with her
father. Now, she

barely noted the sparse clouds scuttling across the azure sky, or the late
autum flowers that stil

purpled the white salt grass. Her attention was focused entirely on the
roadbl ock ahead - and
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searching the Guards for that too-famliar face

Seemingly at random the Guard on the left signalled and sent vehicles off to
a side area,

near a hastily erected portable office, for closer inspection. The passengers
of the vehicles were

asked to step over to a second group of Guards for further questioning.

Kira felt her lip curl in a snarl. Al very efficient. Al very organized,
and outwardly by

t he book. She forced her nouth back to a straight, expressionless |line.

Ten years ago, she wouldn’t have been bothered by this scene. It was routine.
The Quards
were free to randomy inspect the citizens of Narava for contraband, drugs,
illegal goods,

i nterplanetary inports, immgrants trying to avoid taxes and fees, aliens. The
Shifters.

No. Ten years ago, she woul dn’'t have been bothered. Because ten years ago
there was so

much she didn’t know

They reached the forward Guard, and Kira prepared herself for the inevitable
guesti ons.

She didn't bother to smile or flirt. The Guard, a man in his late fifties,
wore the fam liar signet on

his uniform He already knew who she was.

“Farseaker,” he greeted without inflection. H s gaze travel ed over her face,
then into the

back of the van, taking in the four other wonen.

“Cfficer Herot,” Kira returned. She didn't know the man, not well, but she
had seen him

before, dealt with him before.

“You know the drill, Farseaker. Contraband? Il egal s?”

She couldn’t help the cynical smle that answered his questions. He already
knew her

answers. “What do you think, Oficer?”

“I think you ve been skirting the law for too |l ong now, Farseaker. He knows
you're

Top
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i nvol ved with them Deeply involved.”

“I'f he had any proof that | was involved in something illegal,” she said
evenly, “he would

have had nme | ocked away in a hole a very long tine ago, Herot. And he woul d
relish putting nme
there.”

The CGuard’s thick dark brows drew together over a prom nent nose. H's thin
i ps pursed
for an instant, then flattened. “Pull the van over to the side,” he said,
gesturing to the second set

of Quards. “They' |l have to be questioned further,” he nodded to the four in
t he back, “and the
van wi |l be inspected.”

“OfF course.” Kira didn't argue. She pulled the van to the side, hissing
anot her silencing

order as a nervous chatter started behind her. “Remenber,” she said under her
breath, “they don’'t
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know anyt hing. Can’t know anything. Just keep your heads and we’'ll be al
right.”
“Kira?”
She | ooked over her shoulder at the sound of the timd voice. Vettine was
only nineteen
years ol d. Her cropped bl onde hair and heart-shaped face gave her an etherea
beauty, but her
deep jade eyes were wide with fear, naking her |ook every year of her youth.
“You' Il be okay,
little sister,” Kira assured her with a firmvoice. “Don’t panic on nme now.”
The girl took a long, shaky breath, straightened her shoul ders and nodded.
“Good girl,” Kira murmured as a Guard wal ked up to the passenger side of the
van. This
Guard was a man she’ d never seen before. He was young, but not too young.
Mdthirties, she
guessed at a gl ance. Handsone, but far frompretty. A faint scar along his
right jaw and the first
few wrinkles of his age sawto that. Hs short, brown hair held just a touch
of wave. His bl ack-
coffee eyes were hard and efficient. But there was sonething..
Sonething in his eyes. Sonething fanmiliar, that she couldn’t nane. Maybe it
was an
underlying quality of pain, or the hint of humanity she so rarely found in the
GQuard. Whatever it
was, it was absent fromthe firmline of his mouth, the set of his jaw, the
sharp novenment of his
arm as he gestured the four wormen behind her out of the van's side door
Whatever it was, he hid
it well.
When Kira turned to open her own door, he stopped her. “You're to wait in the
car,
ma'am” he told her sternly. And Kira alnost snmiled. He had a beautiful, husky
voi ce. A voice
she woul dn’t mind hearing nmore of. Her stomach twisted just a little,
pl easantly rem ndi ng her
that she was still a woman. Her gaze dropped to his chest, a rather nice,
broad one she thought,
bef ore noticing the signet above his |left breast.
Her self-control snapped back into place.
She turned, sitting forward in the van, watching as her four friends were |ed
not far away
by a hal f-dozen fully arned soldiers. She tried to relax agai nst the seat,
tried to ignore the
i nconvenient tear in the imtation |eather that poked her in the back. This
coul d take hours, if
Ennoren saw fit to detain them
The sound of the passenger door opening startled her. She | ooked over to see
the Quard
settle hinself onto the floorboard, shifting so that his head wouldn’'t show
above the dash. Kira
cocked her head to one side, raising her eyebrows, and the man flashed the
nost charming smle
she’d ever seen. The grin was just a touch guilty, and woul d have nmade him
ook like a
m schi evous boy if it hadn’t stretched the scar and deepened the wi nkl es
around his eyes.
He plucked a pack of cigarettes froma pocket inside his uniformjacket and
showed t hem
to her. “Not allowed to snoke on duty,
pack and stuck it

he told her as he tapped one fromthe



in his nmouth. He replaced the pack and pulled out a small lighter while
staring up at her. Before
he Iit up, he extended a hand. “David.”

Top
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“Kira.” She shook his hand, quick and firm and pulled her hand back before
she had tine
to notice how nice his grip felt.
He lit the cigarette, took a long drag, then offered the end to her. She
stared at the thing
for a noment, then took it and hel ped herself to a puff. Through the cloud of
t obacco-scent ed
snoke she bl ew out, she studied him “You been with the Guard | ong?” she
asked, handi ng the
cigarette back.
“Twel ve years now.” He took another drag, never taking his gaze from her
face.
“You' re one of Ennoren’s.” She wasn’t asking. She knew the signet on his
uni form t oo
wel | .
He nodded, his dark eyes still |ocked to hers. “For about three years.”
She hal f-snil ed, chuckled and shook her head. “Too bad, really,” she said,
turning to see
how her friends were doing.
Al four seened to be holding up under the scrutiny of the nen questioning
t hem
Vettine' s shoul ders were straight, her posture unwavering. Gainne's stance
was rel axed and
cocky as she tossed her waist-length red hair over one shoul der. Breeanne had
her arms crossed
over her chest, her |legs braced slightly apart. Her pale skin was flushed, but
her expression
controlled. And Jo, with her stylishly braided black hair brushing her
shoul ders in the breeze, had
her hands on her hips, a slight smle on her full nmouth, and a sexy glint in
her violet eyes. Kira
couldn’t help smling. Her second would flirt with the Devil hinself if she
were standing at the
gates of hell.
“Why too bad?”
The husky voice brought her attention back to the man sitting on the
fl oorboard of her
van. He offered her the cigarette again, and she took a |long drag before
answering. “l would have
liked to get to know you. Under better circunstances. | think I could have
i ked you,” she
answered without guile, a slight, sad smle tugging at her nouth.
“‘Coul d have' ?”
She shrugged. “You're one of Ennoren’s nen.
there
was really no need for further explanation
“Don’t you think you're junping to conclusions? Judgi ng me based on the
Commander |
wor k under? You don’t know ne.”

She | ooked away again, thinking
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Kira snorted and | ooked into his handsone, upturned face. “It doesn’'t matter
whet her |

know you or not. You work for Ennoren.” A novenment to her |eft caught her
attention, and she
turned away from David’ s narrowed eyes. She reached down for the cigarette
wi t hout taking her

eyes off the man wal king toward the van. \Wen she’ d taken anot her drag, she
said, “Your boss is

on his way over. Better let me finish this.”

Davi d stood, unhooked a thin, foot-long cylindrical device fromhis belt and
began

running it over the interior of the van wi thout another word. Her gaze flicked
to the device, then

back to the approachi ng Conmander. The steady beep of the detector echoed in
Kira’s pul se as
she wat ched Ennoren step up to her open w ndow.

He was tall and thin, with a face Kira had once found interesting, if not
attractive. A

lines and angl es, sharp nose, hard mouth, heavy-Ilidded blue eyes; his face was
i mposi ng,

conmmandi ng and often intimdating. But Kira had | ong since stopped being

i ntimdated by

Ennor en.

He | ooked at the cigarette in her hand, then into her eyes. “I thought you
didn’t snoke.”

She set the cigarette against her lips, inhaled deeply and bl ew smoke in his
face. “I

don't.”

Top

Page No 8

The Proni se of Kierna Rhoan Isabo Kelly - 8

He waved the snoke away, a sneer fornming in place of a smle. For a |ong
noment he
studi ed her, his eyes running over her faded, ripped jeans, the cotton flanne
shirt, her anber hair
where it brushed her shoul ders. Then he turned to study her van, pointedly
staring at the cracked
dash, battered steering wheel and worn imtation |eather upholstery. “New
van?”

Ki ra nodded.

“l didn’t think you'd be into this late twentieth-century Earth fad, either,’
he sai d through
a from. “But then, you always were a fashionable socialite, weren't you? And
since you have
the noney to afford this nock-up of an Earth car..
of f as he | ooked

back into her eyes. “You're |ooking good, Kira.”
She stared back, taking another pull on the cigarette so that she didn't have
to answer

hi m

When she renmined silent, Ennoren shifted his gaze to David. “Find anything,
Oficer

Cari o?”

Davi d straightened, snapping to attention. “No, sir. Appears clean.”

“Well,” Ennoren said, turning a contenptuous | ook on Kira, “appearances can

He |l et the sentence trai
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lie.”

“Was that a dig, Eain?” Kira said, keeping her tone mld, even as she used
his first nane

in front of another Guard - something she did only to annoy him H s nother
had been a poet and
fond of alliteration. Ennoren went out of his way to keep his full name, Eain
Edwar d Evander

Ennoren, from his subordi nates.

He covered his indignation well, but the slight narrowi ng of his eyes and the
flare of his

nostrils gave himaway. “Take fromit what you will.’
agai n. \When he

He paused, studied her

spoke, his voice was low. “The ring will collapse out fromunder you, Kira. It
won't be | ong
now. Do you know what w Il happen to you when you' re found guilty of treason

and conspiracy
to commt treason agai nst the planetary government ?”

“They’ Il throw ne into a hol e?”
“They’ Il throw you into space without a suit,” he hissed. Dropping his voice
agai n, he

| eaned into the car, putting his face only inches fromhers. “End this now,
Kira. End it. Tell ne
where they hide. | can see that you get off with a light sentence.” A slight
smle curled his lips. “I

m ght even arrange to serve as your paroler. Just like old tines, eh?”

Kira turned her head to take one final puff off the cigarette, tinme to gain
control over both

her revul sion and her anger, before turning back to his leer. “There's a
reason those tinmes are
old, Eain. | wouldn't have gone to all the trouble of divorcing you if I'd
wanted to end up right

back under your thunmb. Besides,” she half sniled, half snarled at him *“how
woul d | know
wher e they hide?”

She watched with satisfaction as his leer turn into a lip-trenbling scow .
Fl i cking the
cigarette past his shoul der, she turned back to David. He was standing at
attention, a silent,

enotionl ess witness to the scene. “Forgive nmy ex.,
man. “He seens
to think I'"msome sort of underground anti-governnent terrorist |eader.”

Davi d raised an eyebrow. “Are you?”

She smil ed. Then she | aughed.

The side door to the van opened and Kira's four friends clinmbed up to the
padded bench

al ong the side of the van. Kira kept her eyes on David s, enjoying the tw nkle
of amusenent that

didn't filter into any other part of his expression. Wen the side door
slamed into place, Kira

| eaned across the passenger seat and pulled that door shut. “It really is too
bad we didn't neet

under different circunstances, officer,’
open w ndow.

H s half-smle made his scar junp, his knowi ng stare nade her pul se dance.
She chuckl ed

”

Kira said to the handsone

she said when David | eaned into the

Top
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and noved back behind the wheel. Wthout another glance at her ex-husband, she
put the van

into gear and returned to the line of traffic hurrying away fromthe bl ockade.

Davi d wat ched her go, feeling |like he’'d been kicked in the gut, and strangely
liking the
feeling. Kira was interesting. Beautiful, yes. Enough so that his pul se sped
just remenbering her

gol den- brown eyes and the sound of her sultry chuckle. But there was sonething
el se about her,

under that smile and sharp attitude, that he wanted to get to know better
Sonet hi ng that was

al nost familiar.

He couldn’t remenber the last tine a woman had caught his attention, or his
lust, this
way. He wasn't even sure if another wonman had before this woman. That was one
of the few
things in the universe that managed to frighten him But anyone who coul d make
Commander

Ennoren | ose control was worth getting to know. Whether she scared himor not,
Ennoren’ s ex-
wi fe could prove to be quite val uable.

Hi s heart stopped for a single beat when the Commander cleared his throat
fromright

beside him David | ooked to see Ennoren also staring after the rapidly
retreating van. “Don’t et

her pretty face fool you, Oficer Cario,” Ennoren said, his voice | ow, alnpst
a whi sper. “She’s

not as sweet as she appears. A viper lives beneath that silky skin.”

Knowi ng it best to keep his opinions to hinself, David studied his
conmander’ s profile.

H's nostrils flared, but other than that, his sharp features were now conposed
and enoti onl ess.

Bef ore David coul d | ook away, Ennoren turned on him catching and hol ding his
gaze. “You

don’t believe nme, Cario?”

“l have no opinion on the matter, Commander.”

Ennoren smiled. “Yes, you do.” He cocked his head to one side, studied
David' s face
with eyes that saw beneath outward expression. The stare was disconcerting,
but David had faced

and hidden fromit before. “Doesn’'t matter. Because | think | can use this
situation to our benefit,

David.” He turned away and began wal king toward the tenporary offices. “In ny
office, Cario,”

Ennoren ordered, and David fell in step just behind him “W’ve got a few
things to discuss.”

Kira pulled past the front drive of her house and into a narrow | ane at the
edge of her

property. The | ane was flanked by thick stone walls covered in ivy, and

over hung by rows of

dense, leafy trees. The entrance to the | ane was so overgrown by foliage, it
was al nost

i mpossible to see unless you knew where to I ook. This lane led to the fanily
garage, and only

Kira used it now. Visitors used the front drive. Friends had other ways to get
in.

When she’d been a child, she’d thought the lane, with its cover and solitude,



asilly

addition to the estate. But her father had liked his privacy, coveted it nore
and nore as the years
went by. Kira hadn’t understood that need for privacy. She hadn’t believed it
was right for

peopl e to hide behind walls. But then, she’d been an open and curious child, a
gui l el ess adul t.

Until her father’s death.

She stopped the van hal fway up the |lane, puffing out a breath. She didn't
have tinme to

dwell on all the changes in her life. There was too much still to do. She
opened her door and

followed the others to stand a few paces in front of the van.

The transformati on never ceased to anaze Kira. One noment, a perfectly

ordi nary van

sat in the lane. The next, a beautiful, iridescent, hairless creature stood
staring at them Its huge

multifaceted eyes whirled through purple to blue to green as it tilted its

ot herwi se featurel ess

head to one side. The long lines of neck and |inbs made the creature appear
taller and far thinner

than it actually was, but since it could shift to nost any visible shape, its
body di nensi ons were
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rel ative.

That was cl ose.

Kira smled at its whispery voice floating through her mind. No natter their
enot i ona
state, the Shifters’ voices always sounded quiet to her. Not as close as that,
Xep. He never
suspect ed.

A human-1li ke mouth forned in the iridescent gold skin of Xep's face. The
nout h turned

up in a nocking snile. Though they did have a form of external hearing,
Shifters had no natura

nout hs or vocal cords. They could only speak using tel epathy when in their
natural state. And

only a very few humans coul d hear and speak back in the sane manner. But Xep
was fond of
shifting just enough to convey all too human facial expressions. He suspects,
Kira. the Shifter
said as the nouth nelted away.

But he doesn’t suspect this. He doesn’t suspect Shifters |ike you exist, Xep.
Jo reached behind a thick clunmp of ivy and tapped a code into a hidden panel
opening a

di sgui sed passage in the stone wall leading to the interior of Kira' s estate.
The group ducked
t hrough the overhanging ivy and the door closed silently behind them They
wal ked over short,
spongy green grass to a second secret hatch in the ground. This tinme, using
her foot, Vettine
tapped out the code that opened the door. After a short pause, a section of
grass slid over with a
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hi ss of escaping air. Al six dropped down the |adder into a steel-Ilined
tunnel, and Kira tapped in
the code at a command panel to close the hatch again.

They turned and wal ked down the tunnel, l|ights overhead flicking on as they
appr oached,
flicking off once they passed. Kira, Xep’'s quiet voice touched her mnd, It
wi Il not be |ong
bef ore he di scovers. Ennoren is a smart man. A cunning human. And he is
Vi ci ous.

Kira nodded, silently considering Xep's words. She knew Ennoren was vicious,
had seen
it firsthand. Had run away fromit in disgust and anger. And she knew he was
clever. But she was
clever, too. We're al nost ready, Xep. W can hide fromhimuntil then. She
| ooked at the Shifter
wal ki ng besi de her, hoping to catch sone sign of enotion in a face she
couldn’t read unless it
all owed her. This won’t be easy, Xep

Not hi ng has been easy since the humans first cane here.

Though no enotion cane across in its mnd-speak, Kira inmgined the bitterness
associated with that statenment and it nmade her heart hurt. She cl osed off her
enoti onal response
forcefully and turned her attention to the tunnel ahead of her. She couldn't
change what had been
done to the Shifters in the past, and she couldn’'t save all of them now But
she coul d sure as hel
try to save sone of them

He seemed very nice.21 Xep’'s quick subject change caught Kira so by surprise
that she
stopped for an instant. The odd | ooks the other wonmen gave her started her
novi ng again with an
enbarrassed gri mace.

Ennoren? she asked.

Oficer David Cario. He seened very nice.

An uncontrollable picture burst into Kira’s mnd of coffee-dark eyes, thick,
dark hair and
a dancing scar. Her stonmach clenched and a tingle spread over her thighs. It
had been nuch too
| ong since she’d |last been with a man, she thought ruefully. He' s one of
Ennoren’s, Kira told the
Shifter, forcing her mnd-speak to sound stern. It doesn’'t matter if he's the
ni cest man on
Nar ava

He was quite taken with you. And you with him

And you’' re an expert on the subject, aren’'t you, Xep? Kira thought at the
Shifter irritably.

How woul d you know anyway?
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Kira | ooked at Xep. The nouth that had formed in its face was grinning at

her. She
snorted and turned away, hoping Xep hadn’'t seen her blush. Stuff it, Xep. Kira
muttered. If she

hadn’t known better, she would have sworn the Shifter chuckled at her
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Chapter 2

Kira stood at the edge of the elaborately carved red stone bridge, trying to
sl ow her
t hunpi ng heartbeat. The public transport |ine stopped just at the edge of the
Grand Bridge. She
was the only one who' d gotten off. No governnent-funded transport dared cross
that bridge.
Visitors were left to walk into the Docks - at their own risk.

She’ d crossed that bridge before, wal ked the gray flagstone streets of a city
built above
the Dreic Sea and supported by wooden pillars sunk into the sedinment bel ow
She’ d even deal t
with some of the less than lawful citizens of the Docks. But always during the
day.

Ni ght settled over the area, dark and forbidding. The noons had yet to rise

| eavi ng only
the stars and the glow fromthe city to light the bridge. She hesitated for a
mnute nore; but it
was too |ate. She couldn’t back out now. Squaring her shoul ders and
strai ght eni ng her bl ack

cropped jacket, Kira stepped onto the bridge.

“Do you think that’'s a good idea?”

The unexpected voice nmade her gut clench and her hands shake for just an

i nstant. She
fisted her left hand, letting her short nails bite into the flesh of her palm
She was in control again
when she turned to face the stranger cautioning her. Recognizing the face nade
her smile and

rel ax her hand; then her smle dropped to a suspicious frown. “What are you
doi ng here?”

Davi d stepped fromthe shadows just across the road and strode toward her. He
wasn't in

uniform but there was still a formality to the way he wore his | oose bl ack
pants and tight
turtleneck shirt. Hs black |eather jacket was a nod to the current fashion
fad, but it |ooked too

new and clean. “lI should ask you the sane question,” he said in that snoky
voi ce she found so
toe-curling. “This place isn't safe at night.’
red mni-dress and red
cal f-hi gh boots she wore

“I"ve been here before.” She raised her chin, a small smle touching her
nmouth. “And this

isn't exactly a place where the Guard are wel cone.”

“I"'mnot on duty tonight. And we’'re not forbidden entrance.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you're here.”

“Maybe |'m | ooking for sonething...hard to obtain.”

Kira narrowed her eyes. The Docks were notorious for providing things “hard
to obtain.”
The city was run by a famly of very powerful and very dangerous crimnals.
The gover nment
called thema mafia. They bought and sold illegals, smuggled goods and peopl e,

Hi s dark gaze lingered on the
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ran gami ng and
prostitution rings, auctioned slaves, both alien and human, pandered to the
drugs and technol ogy
trades, and all in the open streets and canal s of the Docks.
The Guard didn’t go into the city - officially.
Cover nrent propaganda had it that the encroachnment of the law into the
wel | - est abl i shed
city would only start a bloody, vicious war. As long as the crimnal elenment
remai ned | ocal i zed
in the Docks, they were no danger to the citizenry. Common gossip vouched t hat
the Mafia paid
hi gh-pl aced officials well to keep the law out of the city. Comron gossip al so
hel d that the
Maf i a possessed certain alliances and weapons that scared even the
“al | -powerful” planetary
gover nient .

“I wouldn’t have taken you for a Docks patron,” Kira said at last, still not
convi nced of
Davi d’ s excuse.
Top
Page No 13
The Prom se of Kierna Rhoan Isabo Kelly - 13
“I wouldn’t have guessed it of you, either,” he countered. “lI haven't heard

your
expl anation yet.”

She bristled at the underlying order. It canme dangerously close to rem nding
her of her

ex- husband. The man, she reninded herself, who paid this man’s salary. “And
don’t suspect
you' Il hear it any tinme soon,” she said. “Now, if you |l excuse ne.” She
turned and started across
the bridge, her earlier fear replaced by indignation

David fell in step beside her. The thick sea air noved across the bridge,
t hrough the

buil dings, carrying with it the scent of fish and an underlying hint of
sonet hing Kira coul dn’t

nane and wasn’'t sure she wanted to. She paused at the edge of the bridge,
letting her eyes adj ust
to the soft orange glow of the city streets. Then she headed down the first
maj or wal kway into
the heart of the Docks, trying to ignore the man that had foll owed her over
the bridge. To her

irritation, he stayed beside her

“l imagi ne you have other things to do here,” she snapped, stopping to stare
up at him

She found it disconcerting that despite her high-heel ed boots, he was stil
several inches taller
than her. In heels, she was the same hei ght as Ennoren, and she’d consi dered
hima tall nman

Even nore di sconcerting was the scent of David' s col ogne, a conbination of
nmusk and spice

bl ended with the leather snell of his jacket. It nmanaged to tease her senses
wi t hout over powering
them She wanted to lean closer to that faint snell, to fill her lungs with
it.
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“I"l1'l walk you to where you' re going,” he said, ignoring her dismssal. They
stood al one
on the main street, washed in orange light. He glanced again at the m niskirt
and the long | ength
of thigh it exposed. “lI wouldn't be confortable letting you walk there al one.”
Kira stared at him her enotions shifting rapidly through amazenent, to anger
and finally
settling on anmusenent. She sniled. When his eyes creased suspiciously, she
| aughed, a sound
that boomed in the quiet streets. A man in a dark body suit and flight jacket
who' d just stepped
out of an alley glanced toward them then gave them a w de berth.
Kira forgot to be afraid or angry. She patted David on the arm and grinned.
“Very gal |l ant
of you. Not necessary. But a gallant offer nonetheless. Wuld that | could
allowit.” He frowned
and she hurried on. “The...hard to obtain item| have to get here is sold by a
man that woul dn’t
take kindly to me appearing with a...bodyguard.” She said the last with an
upward lilt in her
voi ce, half questioning, half teasing himwith the title. “Besides, |I'msure
you're not here to
follow a virtual stranger around. Go about your business, Oficer. |I'’mwell
able to take care of
nmysel f.”
He didn’t quite smile, but his scar junped under the tw tching rmuscle of his
jaw. “Ckay.
As the lady wi shes.” He bowed fromthe waist, which only nade her |augh nore.
She wal ked
away fromhim enjoying the tingles he'd started in her body. Wen she felt
his gaze still
foll owi ng her, she added just a bit nore swing to her hips. It had been a | ong
time since a man
had made her feel this fem nine, this sexy.
She turned a corner, crossed a canal, and headed down a second narrow street.
Her
monentary thrill at flirting with a handsone nan vani shed behind the need to
stay alert and
ready for anything. She watched the shadows as she wal ked through the alleys
with as much
attitude as she could rmuster. The surrounding buildings were all severa
stories tall, with a
variety of cast-iron or stone bal conies and wi ndow boxes decorating the stucco
facades. In
daylight, the colors varied frommuted creans, corals and tans, to darker
bl ues, purples, oranges
and greens. The canal s, kept cleaned by the natural currents of the Dreic,
still held a faint fishy
snel |l that perneated every alley and building in the city. The Docks had been
fashi oned after the
Earth city of Venice in Italy. And if the pictures were anything to go on
Kira thought the Docks
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a close if not exact replica.

She crossed a second bridge, the dark waters of the canal reflecting the
orange gl ow of
the street |anps, and ducked down a final alley. The club’s entrance wasn't
easy to find - you

had to know t he exact door. The owners had designed it that way. She stepped
up to the

ordi nary-1 ooki ng green wood door, stared at the brass knocker. The cooling
autumm breeze that

managed to fl ow down some corridors and streets in the tightly packed city
didn’'t reach into this

particular alley. Atrickle of sweat inched down Kira's spine. She raised her
hand and hoped
silently that the information they’' d bought had been worth the price.

She knocked with bare knuckl es agai nst the thick wood, a pattern that was
supposed to

al l ow entrance wi thout question. The door opened and she came face to face
with a very | arge,
very hairy Bi nnean doorman. The Bi nnean were one of the few alien races humans
had

encount ered since enbarking on their exploration of the gal axy. The species
was known for its
strength and viol ent tendencies. Wen the Binnean didn’t ask her her business
but merely
stepped aside for her to enter, Kira felt lightheaded with relief. She wal ked
over to the long brass

and gl ass bar which ran the length of the ground floor and took a nonment to
study the cl ub,

adjusting her eyes to the snmoky |ight.

Everyt hi ng was bl ack and gold. The marble floors, the arched ceilings, the
second fl oor

galleries, the glossy tabletops, the golden glow of initation candles, even
the majority of the

patrons wore sone variation of black and gold. No, she decided after a nore
t hor ough | ook.

Most of the men wore sone conbi nation of black and gol d. Most of the wonen
wore bright,
fl anboyant colors. But there were too few wonen in the club to notice those
fl ashes of color on
first glance. Kira wondered at the small nunber of wonen, but was gl ad that
their informant had
told her to wear red.

A Bi nnean barman stepped over to her and asked if she wanted a drink. The
creature was
so wi de, he would have made three human nmen. Hi s thick head and body were
covered with

neatly conbed bl ack hair; the only clothing he wore a pair of |oose-fitting
gol d woven trousers.
Two | arge, enerald green eyes poked out of the brown, smooth skin of his face.
Hi s nose was
thick and I ong over a straight, full-lipped nouth. Hearing a polite question
fromthat nouth
seenmed at odds with the stories Kira had heard of the Binnean. But then, in
t he Docks, business
was busi ness.

She ordered a beer and studied the booths at the rear of the club nore
closely. She’'d been

given a description, but already she’d seen a nunber of men who might fit it.
For a second, she
felt a tinge of panic. What if she couldn’t recognize hin? What if he didn't



show? Wat if she

pi cked the wong nan?

She was considering taking a wal k around the upper galleries when one of the
men at the

rear of the club caught her eye, a slight, roguish smle on his handsone face.
The shoul der -1 ength
sandy hair and light eyes, the overall build, even the pilot’s black junpsuit
all matched the

description of her contact. She took one final glance around the ground fl oor
t hen pi cked up her

bottle of icy beer and wal ked slowmy toward the nman, noting his casual
arrogant slouch in the

booth and his obvious attention to her legs. “Raf?” she asked when she stood
across the table
fromhim

His grin crooked to one side, and he nodded for her to take a seat. “So you
need a pil ot

and a ship?” H's blunt question surprised her. She'd thought there would be
nore subtlety. At the
very |l east, she’'d expected himto make a nore | echerous comment to start the
conver sati on.

The fact that he didn't made her | ook at himnore closely. One armwas slung
across the
top of the bench, the other hung | oose on the seat beside him conveniently
wi thin reach of a hip-
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hol stered weapon. Hi s cocky grin belied the vigilant darting of his blue eyes.
She slid into the

booth. He may have | ooked at ease, but he was ready for anything. For sone
reason, that hel ped

Kira relax. And after another careful nonent’s consideration, she decided she
i ke Raf Tygran

She didn't trust him But she |iked him

“How much?”she asked, taking a sip of beer. She didn’t flinch when he naned

his price.

She’ d expected somet hi ng hi gher. “Wen?”

“l can be ready to | eave planet within the week. |1've a few details to settle
first.” Hs lip

twitched. “But getting themonto the ship and off planet isn't gonna be easy.”
Ki ra nodded.

When she didn’t answer his unspoken question, he spoke it. “You have a pl an
| take it?”

“Cf course.”

“What about the detector rings?”

“You worry about flying the ship,” she said, setting her half-enpty bottle
down on the
table. “I"Il worry about the detectors.” And before he could ask, she said,
“I"I'l have a clearance

code as well by the tinme we | eave.”

He shrugged and reached out to the nearly full glass of sone orange-col ored
drink that
sat on the table in front of him “Your show, honey. |'mpaid for nmy pilot
skills, not ny tactical
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skills.”

“l hope you have a few tactical skills. Getting where we're going isn't going
to be easy,

either. And if it’s suspected that you ve hel ped us, you won't be able to show
your face here

again.”

He raised his eyebrows and grinned. “Do you think |I'mable to show ny face
here

confortably now?” His gaze flicked around the room before settling on her face
agai n. “\Wy do
you think | cone here?”

Kira glanced at the roomagain, then |leveled a hard |l ook at him “Wy do you
cone here?
To this club, I nean?”

“Paid anonynmity. You can buy just about anything in the Docks. Anonymity is
nor e

expensive than a |l ot of things, but not so expensive as others.”

“Why are there so few wonmen here?” she asked, picking up her bottle again and
cradling

it in her hands without sipping it.

“Too early. Crowds build with the night.”

“Doesn’t it |essen your anonymity to be seen with one of the few wonen in the
cl ub?”

He grinned, a mixture of snug self assurance and anusenment. “I’mtoo handsone
for

anyone to question why |1'd be with one of the few wonen here. Especially since
you're quite a
stunner yourself. Seens |ike an obvious conclusion to ne.”

For just an instant, she was awed by the sheer arrogance of that statement.
Then she

| aughed and took a drink of her beer. He really should have annoyed her, but
t he bl at ant

cockiness he wore like a shirt nade it inpossible for her to take his
flirtations seriously.

Unli ke David s nore subtle seductive manner, she thought before she could
stop hersel f.

Her stomach did a giddy dance as the menory of his scent and dark eyes invaded
her thoughts.
She swal | owed hard and forced herself to renmenber that David worked for
Ennoren. That fact
wasn't going to change, no nmatter how he made her feel. And within the week,
Kira woul d be

| eavi ng Narava forever. Another fact that wasn’t going to change. That thought
made her drop

her gaze and drink deeply fromher warmng bottle. A slight shiver shook her
shoul ders despite
the relative warnth of the club

“You okay?”

Top

Page No 16

The Prom se of Kierna Rhoan Isabo Kelly - 16

Raf's mild concern surprised her yet again. She snmiled up at himand nodded,
forcing her

nel ancholy away. There wasn't really nuch here for her to mss. And there was
so much to gain.
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“Sir,” a hesitant voice coughed fromthe end of the booth, startling Kira.
She hadn’t even

heard the Bi nnean doormman approach the table. “A nmessage was |left for you at
the door.” The
guard handed hima flat, pal msized el ectronic notepad.

Raf frowned, then pressed the play button on the bottom of the screen. His
frown
deepened as the message scrolled across the mni-screen. Nodding his thanks to
t he doorman, the

pilot waited until they were al one again before speaking. He turned to Kira,
all flirtation and
cocki ness set aside, and said, “I’mafraid I’'ll have to call the evening
short. It seenms ny business

here has conme to ne.”

Kira stared through narrowed eyes at himas he rose and gestured for her to
proceed him
fromthe curved seat of the booth. “Does this affect our deal ?”

“No. Where can | get in touch with you?”

“Pat’ Il know how to find ne.”

He nodded, distracted, and put a hand on her | ower back as he ushered her
toward the
door. Kira didn't resist, until she noticed a fam liar face at the bar. She
st opped, suspi cion
warring with irritation. “David.”

“Kira.” Hs gaze flicked to Raf, who was standing just behind her with his
hand firmy
around her waist. “Wio's your friend?” It wasn't a casual question
“Afriend,” she answered evenly. “Didn’t know you frequented this place.” She
was a

little nonplussed to see how well his all-black attire fit in with the
surroundi ng club. H's manner

had al so changed. The formality she’d seen earlier had | apsed into a rel axed
but powerful stance
that dared others to challenge him Before he’'d seemed so decent, so nice for
a CGuard. Now he

| ooked danger ous.

“I don't.” He still hadn't |ooked away fromthe pilot standing behind her
The bristling of nmale challenge was thick in the air between them and an
irritant to

Kira’s skin. She didn’t have time for this show “N ce to see you again,
David.” She turned to
face Raf, deftly renoving his armfromher waist in the process. “I’'Il wait
for you to get in
touch.” She turned her back on both men and wal ked to the door

The doorman nodded a polite goodnight to her as she left the club. She
returned it but

barely, knowi ng that both nen were followi ng her out. In the dark, stuffy

all ey, she turned in the

direction of the Main Canal, a less circuitous route out of the Docks. The two
nmen were at her
side within three steps like a couple of watchdogs. “Very inconspicuous,” she
munbl ed under

her breath.

When a shadow detached itself froma nearby wall and hurried in the opposite
direction,

Kira decided that maybe conspi cuous wasn’t always a bad thing. In a | ow tone
she hoped
woul dn’t carry in the echoing quiet of the streets, she said to Raf, “I
t hought you had busi ness.”

He gl anced over his shoul der, then | ooked straight ahead again. “Just keep



headi ng
toward the Grand Bridge.”

David didn’t | ook behind them but she felt himtense. “Are you arnmed?” he
asked the

pilot.

“Yes. You?”

“Yes.”

“Kira?” Raf whispered.

“Smal | bl aster, but only strong enough to stun.” She ignored the sideways,
appr ai si ng

gl ance David shot her. They were wal king at a steady, unhurried pace, the Miin
Canal w thin

Top

Page No 17

The Prom se of Kierna Rhoan |Isabo Kelly - 17
sight through the final narrow wal kway. Fromthe Canal, they had only to wal k
to their left for
anot her two hundred neters to reach the bridge out of the Docks.

Every nerve ending screaned at Kira to run and run fast, but she had gotten
used to this
tension, this uncertainty over the last five years. She knew how to control
her anxiety. She al so
knew, w thout | ooking over her shoul der, that they were being foll owed none
too discretely. The
streets ahead of themwere cleared or clearing quickly - in anticipation

“How d you get here?” Raf ask her, glancing over his shoul der again. Wen he
| ooked
forward, he placed one hand on her el bow The nmoved put his hand that nuch
closer to his
weapon.

“Public transport rail.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw Raf grin. “Didn’t trust bringing your own
transport
close to the Docks?”

“No.” She couldn't help her slight snile

“I"ve got a car not too far fromthe Bridge,” David rurnured

Raf nodded and steered Kira out onto the wal kway that bordered the Min
Canal . Boats
sat noored to thick wooden pilings along the edge of the Canal; a few snal
gondol as drifted
soundl essly by on the black water. The fresher air along the Canal was thick
with the scent of
sea, kelp and fish. Lanplight colored the wal k a hazy orange-pi nk that m ght
have been romantic
if not for the utter silence filling the light and shadows. The only sounds
Kira heard were those
of her boot heels clicking along the flagstones, and the pounding of blood in
her ears.

They were within sight of the Gand Bridge, only a short sprint to its edge,
when a rough
grow rose behind them “You may as well stop now, Raf.”

Raf stopped, but nodded for Kira and David to continue. She wanted to
protest, but David
t ook her other el bow and began wal ki ng her to the Bridge.

“Nope,” the growling voice behind themsaid. “The others stop, too.
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“This is between you and me, Gavuq,” Raf said, his voice | ow

Kira and David stopped and turned slowy around. The owner of the grow ing
Voi ce was

i mpossibly thin and tall. He stood well over seven feet, but he | ooked to be
made of no nore than

bone. He wore a dark cl oak over a billow ng maroon robe of enbroidered silKk.
Hi s face was as

pal e as Narava’'s two noons. His eyes glowed fluorescent yellow in the dim
light. The hood of

the cl oak covered the top of his head, but Kira knew that beneath it he was
bal d.

“I told you once before, Gavuq,” Raf said in an even, confident voice, “I
don't traffic
your kind. There was no deal broken. You got your nmoney back. So it’s tine you
t ake your dogs

off my tail.”
“You deceived us,” Gavuq hi ssed.
“Li sten, you son of a bitch, I was the one misled. You knew fromthe start |

woul dn’t dea
wi th your kind. Not after what happened on the Venture.”

“And yet you returned to the Docks to seek me out,” Gavuq said, with a
nocki ng bow of

his skeletal head. He spread his arns, pal ns upraised.

“To tell you to back the fuck off,” Raf al nbst shouted. “I won't carry
Leeches on ny
ship, no matter the noney and no matter the threat. Find soneone else, Gavuqg.
But don’t fuck
with me anynore.”

Kira felt the shifting of cool autumm air before she saw shadows roll up from
the steps

| eadi ng down to the water of the Canal. There were at |east ten of them al
tall and skeletal. And

deadl y.

She fl exed her right hand and a small stunner dropped into her palmfromthe
hol ster
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strapped to her forearm It wouldn't kill the Leeches, it mght not even stun
themfor long, but it
woul d sure as hell slow them down. Raf already had his weapon in hand and was
backi ng toward

David and Kira. The three noved back to back, watching the Leeches surround

t hem

Top

Page No 19

The Prom se of Kierna Rhoan Isabo Kelly - 19

CHAPTER 3

“What now?” David asked w thout taking his eyes off the nenacing shadows
formng a
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circle around them

“Make a hole,” Raf said. “Get over the Bridge. W can make a run for it from
there.”

Kira tensed, waiting for the first attack. It cane fromher left.

The sound of a blaster pierced the silence and left the scent of scorched

nol ecul es in the

air. As the single Leech hit by the shot fell to the flags, the rest of the
group swarned in on Kira

Raf and David. Kira began firing, not really aimng, just working to keep the
stretched |inbs and
fingers away fromher. Her small blaster did little nore that punch the
Leeches backward a step

or two, disorienting themfor several seconds, but never |ong enough to create
an escape hol e.

The scent of fried skin and the hiss and growl of the Leeches surrounded her
A long
white fingertip nade its way past the blaster fire to touch Kira's bare thigh
The patch of skin
went nunmb and Kira screeched, a sound at once appalled, startled and angry.
She shot the finger
fromher skin in the same instant, surprised to see it shatter under the

cl ose-range power of her

little blaster. Before she had tine to think about it, a second hand noved too
cl ose, and she fired
with blind fury.

Then a hol e opened up. She didn’'t wait to see who foll owed; she broke through
and ran
to the Bridge. The nunb patch on her thigh slowed her, naking it nore
difficult to nove that

nmuscl e. But determination and fear pushed her forward. She hit the stone
bridge at a full run

Behi nd her, she heard the continued sounds of blaster fire and the | ow grunts
and occasi onal

hi gh- pi tched squeal s of the injured Leeches.

On the opposite side of the Bridge she slowed and turned, unsure of where to
go next.

David and Raf were right behind her, still firing over their shoulders at the
foll ow ng shadows.
“This way!” David yelled, and they ran toward a | ow, grassy hill

David' s vehicle was a small, purple two-door sportster that | ooked as snmooth
as it was
fast. Kira would have | aughed at his fortuitous choice of cars if she’d had
enough air in her

| ungs. The Leeches woul d never catch themin that thing.

The doors flew open at David' s shouted voi ce conmand. He stood at the
passenger door,

nmoti oni ng her inside when the charge of blaster fire whizzed past her head and
hit David square

in the shoul der. He spun once and | anded face-first on the soft shoul der of
the road.

“Shit!” Kira dove for the ground, rolling David face-up as another bl aster
shot sliced
over head. “Davi d?” She shook him He groaned and his eyes fluttered open
“Damm it to hell

Don't die on ne, Oficer,” she ordered.

“Never, pretty eyes,” he murnmured.

Kira was stilled by the conpliment for a breath. Then she started novi ng
agai n, dragging

David to the open passenger door. Raf knelt at the side of the car, continuing
to firein the

4



direction of the rogue blaster shots.

“l thought Leeches never used weapons,” she shouted, trying to get David into
t he back

of the sportster. He was just conscious enough to get nost of the way into the
car with only a

little help. But when his upper body lurched onto the seat he passed out,
leaving Kira to

manhandl e his legs into the rear. She pushed the seat back, then craw ed in,
sliding behind the
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“CGet in!” she shouted at Raf even as she started the engine. She’'d apol ogi ze
to David
later for using an override command code on his car. It was an energency
precaution, bought at
a substantial price, in case a quick escape were ever necessary. The only
drawback was that it
ended up frying the vehicle' s circuits.
The engine roared to life. Raf dove in, still firing out of the open door
only closing it
when the car screeched forward. “Wiere the hell was that blaster fire coning
fronm?” Kira
demanded as she punched the sportster into high gear down the curving hi ghway.
“Damm nme if | know Maybe Gavug wasn’t taking a chance on me getting away.”
Kira spared hima wi thering glance, then focused on the road ahead, worKking

to keep
fromkilling themat the speed she was driving. “W’'re gonna have to have a
tal k about this
later.”
“Later. Right now, we need to hide. | don’t think they' re gonna shake off

this easy. And

your friend in the back needs help.”
Kira nodded, fishtailing around a corner and heading for fanmliar ground.
“Hey, where the hell are you going?” Raf demanded. “The city is in the

opposite
direction. What kind of help are we gonna find in the suburbs?”
She sniled hunorlessly. “My kind of help. |Is our deal still on, Tygran?”

“Absolutely. Only the date’'s noved up. | need to be off planet within the
next coupl e of

days. Before the Leeches track down ny ship.”

“Shit,” she spat, then whi pped around another corner. Xep! she called out
tel epat hically,

hopi ng she was cl ose enough to reach the Shifter. She’d deal with the headache
this effort would

cause | ater.

Kira?

The mind voice wasn’'t Xep's, but it was familiar nonetheless. Daq, |'m coning
in fast
and on the run. W' re on Marshal Avenue in a purple sportster. |’'ve got Raf

Tygran with nme and

anot her man who's been wounded.

Jo is opening the Creek entrance for you now.

Thanks, Dag. Tell Samto be ready. She shot around a horseshoe bend and up a
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low ri se.

When she crested the small hill, the road evened out and followed a thin,
swi ft-nmoving creek
toward a larger, bare hill. To the left of the road, opposite the creek, a

nunber of mansions
conmanded a view of the Dreic Sea, unmarred by the sight of the Docks farther
down the coast.
“Brace yourself,’
the road dead-
ended.

“What the...?” Raf didn't have time to say nore as Kira drove into the hard
earth...and
through it into a narrow cavern

“Hol ogram ” she told him bringing the vehicle to a stop. As she di sengaged
t he engi ne,
t he dash fizzled and hi ssed before shorting out. Sighing, Kira lifted the door
manual Iy and rolled

out .

They were surrounded i nmedi ately by a handful of humans and Shifters. “Sam”
Kira

nodded to the nmedic, a short, well-nuscled man in his late fifties, “take care
of him please. But

keep hi m unconscious until | decide what to do with him”

“What about you?” Sam said, frowning down at her |eg.

For the first tine since the Leech had touched her, Kira | ooked down at her
nunb t hi gh
A circle of skin was black and sunken, as if sone of the nuscle beneath had
been renoved. She
felt nothing, but at the sight of the wound her stomach rolled. “It’s
not hi ng,” she said, brushing

Kira warned as she drove straight for the bare hill where
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away Sanis attenpt to exam ne the wound nore closely. “I'Il get it taken care
of inalittle while.
Ri ght now, the man in the car needs your attention nore than | do. He was hit
in the shoul der
with a blaster shot.”
Sam nodded reluctantly, knowi ng she was right about which wound was nore
life-
threatening. He noved to the car where two other nmen gently lifted David out
of the back seat
and onto a gurney. David stirred under the handling and opened his eyes. They
were bright and
wi | d-l1ooking - and stared right at one of the Shifters that was hel pi ng Sam
The medi ¢ adni ni stered a fast-acting anesthetic knockout, putting David under
again
before they settled himon the gurney. Kira could only hope he woul dn’'t
remenber it later. She
wat ched until they wheel ed David out of sight down one of the corridors
branchi ng away from
the cavern. She fiddled with the ends of her jacket, worry nomentarily making
her forget there
wer e ot hers around.
A gentle, cautious touch on her shoul der brought her back to her
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surroundi ngs. She

| ooked up into Dag’s nultifaceted purple-blue gaze and sniled faintly. Thanks.
Where' s Jo?

Command. Don’t worry, Kira. Samw |l see to the man. He will recover.

I know. Kira's brow furrowed. But he’'s one of Ennoren’s, Daq

The Shifter dropped its hand. After a silent mnute, Daq said, It’s no
matter, Kira. He was
wounded. You did the right thing.

But what am | going to do with hi mnow?

You will think of sonmething. Daq said, conveying a confident “feel” that
wasn't like a
tone of voice, but nore a touch of enption. It was the direct conveyance of
abstract thought and
feeling that human tel epaths coul dn’t manage.

“I"m gl ad soneone here is confident in ny abilities,” Kira murmured al oud.
Then she

renenmber ed whom she had called to first. Daq, where's Xep?

Daq hesitated, glancing at Raf. The pilot |ounged against the side of the now
usel ess
sportster, chatting easily with a couple of Kira' s people. Breeanne was at the
front of the group,

| egs braced, distrust etched in her large, pretty face and deep in her gray
eyes. Kira could tell by
the wonman’s stance that she was grilling Raf on the events of the evening.
When she pointed at

Kira's leg, Kira knew the woman was denandi ng an expl anati on.

She alnmost felt sorry for Raf, having to face Breeanne when her ire was up.
Until she saw
the wicked, flirty glint in his blue eyes. Then she felt sorry for Breeanne.
Raf? Kira called telepathically, a test that was hard to hide from when taken
of f guard.

Most tel epaths, whether they realized they were or not, had trouble hiding al
signs of reaction
when a voice dropped into their heads unexpectedly. Raf didn't even twitch. He
kept smiling up
at Breeanne, who was taller than himwhile he | eaned agai nst the car, and
conti nued answeri ng

her battery of questions.

He’'s not telepathic, Kira told Dag.

Daq still hesitated. Taking Kira’s arm the Shifter steered her toward a
tunnel next to the
one where Sam had taken David for treatnent. Before she could be | ed away
entirely, however,

Kira called to Breeanne. “Make sure the pilot is given a room And if it makes
you feel better,

Bree, keep a guard on him You could even do it yourself.’
Bree’s scowl, while

Raf bell owed out a | augh that echoed in the cavern. He winked at Kira, and she
smi | ed back

before allowing Dag to nove her down the hall.

At the end of a short walk, the corridor branched out in three directions.
Daq i ndi cat ed
t hey continue down the right tunnel, toward the area that the Shifters who
lived in the conpl ex
call ed hone. They didn't go far before Daq stopped and opened a brass-inlaid
door. The room

She grinned at
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beyond was bare but for a pile of pillows in one corner, a stack of paper
books and e-books in
another and a lowtable in the center of the roomwith a |large flower and

pl ant arrangement
growi ng out of the wooden tabl etop

Wy are we in Xep's roon? Kira | ooked up at the Shifter who still seened
nervous,
t hough Kira couldn’t have expl ai ned why she got that inpression

Your bl aster. Daq reached out a slim gol den-skinned hand, and Kira pl aced
the smal |
weapon on the Shifter’'s palm Daq set the blaster on the floor. In an instant,
Xep stood where the
weapon had been.

Kira's eyes widened and her mouth dropped. “Xep? Shit.” Upset, she swtched
to
speaki ng al oud.

| amsorry, Kira. Xep said, shifting his face into a human form so she woul d
see his

contrite expression. But | didn’'t want you going into the Docks al one at

ni ght .

“Damm it, Xep, what if somnething had happened?”

Sonet hi ng di d happen, Xep rem nded her

“l neant, what if David had had a detector on hinP Wiat if there were scans
on the door

at the cl ub?”

None of that happened. Besides, | was not in organic form And I’'mfree to
cone and go
as | see fit, Kira. | take my chances, as do you

Her shoul ders dropped. It was hard to be angry when Xep was right. “Sorry,”
she
munbl ed. But you should have told ne you were with nme. She switched back to
m nd speech,
t hough her head was al ready begi nning to ache. What if 1'd had to abandon the
bl aster for sone
reason?

Xep nodded. That part was foolish. | didn't think you d allow ny conmpany
ot herw se.

A thought suddenly hit her. You fired through the Leech’'s finger, didn't you?
She knew
her pal mblaster didn't have the power to cut through bone and nuscle, even at
cl ose range.
She’ d been too busy at the tine to really consider it.

| did. | don't like Leeches.

Kira stared into the whirling blue and purple of Xep's eyes for a mnute.
Then nodded. |
don't like them either. She didn't nention that Shifters were naturally so
non-vi ol ent that

humans had cone close to wiping themout. Nor did she nention that, until that
i nstant, Xep had

never willingly hurt another creature.

Evol ution in progress, she thought sadly to herself. The ability to injure
was not the only

newly evolved trait in the Shifters; it was just the one Kira nmpost regretted.
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CHAPTER 4

David rolled onto his side with a groan, and i nmediately wi shed he hadn’t.
The pain was
a slow burn that started in his shoul der and spread over his entire body.
“Hold still a minute,” a
quiet, famliar voice ordered. He felt a sharp prick in his uninjured arm and
wi thin seconds the
ache eased away.

Slow y, he opened his eyes. The anber eyes he | ooked up into were bright with
concer n.

He felt hinmself smile despite his grogginess. “Kira,” he greeted, pleased when
t he concern turned
to relief. She had shed the trendy and expensive red mini-dress, which he
found a little

di sappointing, and replaced it with a sinple pair of brown leggings, a fitted
brown hi gh-col | ar
tunic and a short nustard-col ored vest. The | eggi ngs hel ped nake up for the

| oss of the mni-

dr ess.

H s gaze swept back to her face. He had an al nost overwhel ning urge to reach
up and

run a hand through her anber hair where it fell over the collar of her vest.
The col or was nearly

an exact match for the gol den brown of her eyes, but there were a few streaks
of red in her hair.
And he wanted to trace those lines of russet light. Wthout thinking, he tried
to stretch his hand
toward her and was painfully rem nded of his injury.

“Lie still,” she ordered, settling himonto his back and tucking the bl anket
around his

chest without |ooking into his face. The brush of her hands against the bare
skin of his chest and
shoul ders warmed himfromthe gut out. After a noment, she met his gaze. “How
do you feel ?”

“Li ke shit. How 'bout you?”

She smled. “I"mnot the one that got hit with a blaster shot.”

“No, but | saw the Leech wound on your |eg before | passed out.”

“Ch. It's fine. Samgrafted new skin and nuscle in its place, so |I'm good as
new.’

David frowned. “San®? The nedi c?”

“Yeah. He said you cane to briefly.”

“Then he knocked me out for the second tine. Were are we?”

She flinched and stood, pacing away fromthe bed to the door and back again,
absent |y

tuggi ng at the edges of her vest. The novenment put David on alert, wary of
what her nervous

gesture neant. After several |aps of the room she stopped beside his bed
agai n and | ooked down

at him her expression too serious for David' s liking. “David, |I’msorry about
this. But I'min a

tricky situation at the monment. And you work for Ennoren.”

“Not Ennoren again,” he nuttered, resenting his association with the man once
nor e

“What’' s your ex-husband got to do with this?”

“I't’s a long story.” She let out a |loud breath; her eyes pleaded with himto



under st and.

“I...1"minvolved in sonething...David, | can’t trust you because you' re with
the Guard, and nore

i nportantly, because you work for Eain. He'll go to great |lengths to put ne
under his control

again, or to break nme, whichever conmes first. And | can’t allow that. |’ve got
too nmuch at stake

ri ght now.”

“It’s the Shifters, isn't it?” He hardened his voice and his enptions to her
He didn't like
the direction this conversation had taken. He hadn't wanted to believe his
eyes, to believe the

accusations Ennoren had tossed at her. But the evidence was all around him
“1’ve seen them

Top

Page No 24

The Proni se of Kierna Rhoan |Isabo Kelly - 24

here. Are you hiding then? Trying to protect themfromthe | aw?”

She strai ghtened, her pleading | ook vani shing behind the enotionl ess stare of
a | eader.

“You'll have to renmain here for the next week. You'll be released...”
“Rel eased?” he interrupted. “I'"ma prisoner?” He very nearly sat up in bed.
Only the

sharp stab of pain in his shoulder and a rush of dizziness forced hi mback
agai nst the pillow

“You'll be released,” she continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “when there’'s no
| onger a
chance that you can | ead Ennoren to us. |’ve no other choice. Your needs will

be taken care of.
One nore session with Sam and your wound will be al nobst conpletely heal ed.”

Not even a trace of the enotions he’d seen just nmonents ago | eaked into her
voi ce. That
col dness made hi m nore angry than being kept a prisoner. “Dam it, Kira! After
the Docks, I'd
bl oody well think you'd give ne nore consideration than that.”

“Why?” she asked evenly. When he could only stare back in shock at the sinple
question, she continued, “If | were a better |eader, David, |'d have left you
behi nd. |
conprom sed both ny people and ny nission by bringing you here.”

Her words were like ice dropping onto his stomach. Burning even as they
froze. This
wasn't the way things were supposed to happen. She wasn't really supposed to
be a terrorist. “He
was right about you,” David whispered, anger overwhel ming his good sense. “The
Comander
said a viper lived beneath your skin. | didn't believe him Now | see
m sj udged you.”

Her jaw flexed as she clenched her teeth. Her gaze noved to the white wall
behi nd hi m
“I"l'l have Samcone in to tend your injury now.” She turned and left the room
wi t hout | ooki ng at
hi m agai n.

But that hadn't prevented himfromseeing the single tear slip down her
cheek.

David cursed at the ceiling, long and graphically. Torn between guilt, fury
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and

i mpot ence, he was still grunmbling when the door slid open again and the nedic,
Sam wal ked in.

David had only vague nenories of the man, fuzzy and distorted by pain and
knockouts. Looki ng

at himnow, the man wasn't nearly as tall as he'd first thought. He was short,
really. His thick

gray hair was tied in a lowtail. H's clean-shaven, angular face and | arge
hands were deep

reddi sh- brown, and though both were lined with age, the nedic nmoved with the
ease and grace of

a much younger man

He settled on to the edge of the bed and examined David s wound, first with
hi s hands,
then with a small med-scan. David watched, resenting the ol der man for no good
reason but that

he was one of Kira's people. Another terrorist. Samignored the angry gaze,
goi ng about his job
with cool efficiency.

When he’' d finished scanning David's injured shoul der, Samtook an epi derma
ski nmer

fromthe table beside the narrow bed and ran it rhythmcally over the wound.
Since Kira had

al ready gi ven him anot her shot of painkiller, David didn’'t feel anything but a
slight tingle as the

nmedic slowy repaired the damaged tissue around his shoul der

“You'll still have sonme trouble with this shoulder for a few nonths, a bit of
sti ffness,

until the nuscles fully recover,” Samtold him “but it’'ll heal well with only
alittle scaring.”

“I don't get a skin graft?” David asked acidly.

Sam | ooked up at him “I don’t |ike you enough to give you a full skin graft.
They cost

too much, and you're not worth it.’
Davi d gl oweri ng

i n indignation

When Sam finished with the skimer, he set his equipnent on the table next to
t he bed

and | ooked hard into David' s eyes. David stared back w thout flinching. He'd
be dammed if he’'d

be intimdated by the older man - he’'d faced worse in the |ast twelve years.

The nedic turned back to his work, |eaving
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“She didn’'t deserve that, you know?” Samsaid in a hushed voice. “She’'s under
enough

pressure, responsible for enough as it is. She's doing the best she can...”
“For herself, maybe,” David shot.

“No. For the people around her. For the people who depend on her for their
very lives.

She's taken on a great deal of responsibility in the last four years. Mre
t han she shoul d have.

More than anyone should have to.”

“I'f you're trying for my synpathy, you' re wasting your breath. She’'s a
terrorist,
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harboring Shifters, breaking the law. Besides, |I'mthe one who's the prisoner
here.”

“She has to keep you here. It won’t be for long.” Sam stood and turned toward
t he door.

“And if it were me,” he added over his shoulder, “I would have chucked you out
onto an

abandoned street with a menory wi pe. But that’'s just ne.”

Davi d wat ched the door close on the medic, not sure whether to shout or curse
or spit. He
settled on another round of cursing up to the ceiling. He cursed the nedic,
the Shifters, the room

he was confined to. He cursed Ennoren and Senator Rodregez for putting himin
this position. He

cursed the Leeches for attacking them the other man that had been with Kira
for bringing the

Leeches down on them the unknown bastard who'd shot him And nost fervently,
he cursed

hi nsel f and his weakness for the anber eyes of a terrorist.

Kira rubbed her cheek when she felt a hand on her arm but she didn't turn
around. *“How

is he?”

“Well enough,” Sam said. “How are you?”

“Fine.”

“I"ve known you for too many years for you to lie to ne that badly.”

She felt a snmall snmile tug at her nmouth, but it lost its battle to form She
si ghed and faced
the old medic. “It’s just...He doesn’'t deserve this, Sam To be held agai nst
his will like this.

Especially after...”

“Kira, you're doing what you have to do.”

“I know, it’s just...” She let the sentence trail off. She didn't know how to
put the feeling

into words that Sam woul d understand, the feeling that she was betrayi ng David
in some way.

“Have you ever stopped to consider why he was at the Docks |ast night? Xep
told me

how you two nmet. Why would he turn up, just like that, seem ngly by accident
in an area where

Guards don’t go?”

“I know, Sam | know. O course |’ve thought of it, and I’msure |’ve reached
the sane

concl usi on you have - that Ennoren sent himto spy on me, maybe to seduce ne
for information

because | showed an interest in himat the bl ockade. And even if all that
weren't true, David is

still a Guard, and he's seen the Shifters; and according to governnment and
police policy, he has

to report their location to the exterm nators now.” She took a deep, shaky
breath, then spread her

arnms hel plessly. “But knowi ng all that doesn’t change ny guilt, Sam”

The ol der man rested a hand on her shoul der, considering her for a quiet
nmonent. He

nodded, pursing his lips, and noved past her down the corridor. “You ve always
felt responsible

for the feelings and circunstances of those around you, Kira,” he said as he
wal ked away.

“When do you start taking time for your own feelings?”

She wat ched hi m di sappear around a bend in the corridor. Then quietly, to the
enpty hall,

she said, “When | have tine, Sam And right now, | don’t have the tine.”



A famliar feeling began to twist in her gut, overwhel ni ng and cancer ous.
Hel pl essness,
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i mpati ence, knowi ng that she had too nuch to do and all of it a race against
time, against

Ennoren. And above all of that was guilt. Quilt that she couldn't be
everything, do everything for
everyone.

She | ooked back at the door |leading into David' s snall ned-room She had
ot her things
to do, other worries, other responsibilities. But at that nonent all she
really wanted to do was go

back into that room and ask his forgiveness, beg his understandi ng and

pati ence. The good man
t hat | ooked out of those coffee-col ored eyes had to understand why she was
doi ng what she was

doi ng. She just needed to explain it to him He wasn't Ennoren

But he was a Guard. A Guard under Ennoren’s conmand. And he was very angry
with

her at the noment.

A quiet blip sounded at her waist. She lifted her pocket-conm from her vest
pocket and

answered the request. “Kira here.”

“Kira,” Vettine' s voice sounded out of the credit card-sized interna
comuni cator. “Jo

needs you in Comand. And that pilot says he has to talk to you. You al so
prom sed Xep a brief

neeting this norning.”

Kira took a deep breath before answering. It seemed her choi ces had once
agai n been

made for her. “Tell Jo I'Il be up in five. Kira out.’
pocket - comm back into her

vest and took one last, longing |ook at the door. Then she turned up the hal
and headed toward

the command center of the conplex.

She slipped the
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CHAPTER 5

Sonewhere in the mdst of his daming the universe and everything init,
David fell back
to sl eep. Wien he woke, the painkillers had worn off. The ache wasn’t so bad
this tine. He tried

novi ng his shoul der, cautious against the possibility of nore pain, and | ooked
wi t h grudgi ng

respect at the masterfully tended wound. Only a faint scar renained. Better
treatment than he had

expected fromthe nedic
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After a few mnutes, when the ache didn't get any worse, he hazarded nore
novenent

and sat up in bed. He was hungry. There were no wi ndows in the roomso he
coul dn’t judge what
time it was, but his stomach told himit was probably well into the afternoon
He gl anced around
the small room and spotted his clothes laid neatly over a fold-out netal
chair. Wth a grimce, he
swung his feet to the side of the bed and stood. A rush of dizziness sat him
back on the bed with

a bounce.

“Shit,” he munbl ed. As the dizziness passed and his vision cleared, he tried
to stand

again. This time he nmanaged to keep his feet under him He pulled on his black
pants and
turtleneck, gritting his teeth against the groan that threatened at the back
of his throat. He had to
sit down to catch his breath after getting dressed. He focused on the white
wal | across fromhim
trying to ignore the faint nedicinal scent that perneated the room Then, wth
a determ ned

breath, he | eaned over to put on his boots. The conbi nati on of knockout
after-effects and hunger

left himweaker than he liked. After finishing with his boot |aces, he rested
his forearnms on his

knees, letting his head droop. Being held by terrorists wasn't a good tine to
be weak. Food. He

need f ood.

He took a deep breath and stood. Wen di zziness didn’t drop himback onto the
chair, he
wal ked to the door. To his surprise, it was unlocked. In the corridor beyond,
where he’ d expected

a guard, he was nmeet with only quiet air and steel-plated walls. Frowning,
Davi d stepped out into

the hall and | ooked down the identical |engths of steel tubing curving off
into either direction. He

turned to his left.

As he wal ked, he patted the pockets of his pants, then cursed that he hadn’t
t hought to

check his jacket for his cigarettes. Wth a sigh, he continued down the
corridor. The nore he
wal ked, the nore bal anced he felt, |ess drugged and hel pl ess. Hi s stomach
continued to grunble,

but the weakness was receding, leaving his mnd clearer. He didn't like the
after-effects of drugs,

even when they were pain relievers. The foggi ness and sl owed reflexes left him

feeling
vul nerable. He didn't |ike feeling vul nerable.

He turned down another unmarked hall, following a faint hint of voices, or
maybe the

buzz of machinery. The lights overhead flickered on as he passed, then off
behi nd him I eaving
the way he’'d conme in shadows. He stopped, |ooked behind him Wuld he be able
to find his
way back?

Hell withit. It didn't matter. If they wanted himlocked in that particular
room they’'d
take himback to it.

Just as he was turning to continue toward the distant noise, he thought he
saw a



nmoverrent behind himin the darkened hall. The overhead lighting didn't cone
on. He rubbed the

back of his neck. If soneone were back there, their novenent woul d have turned
on the lights.
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He started wal ki ng agai n, but the nagging feeling that soneone was behind him
didn't stop unti

he stepped out of the corridor and i nto what was undoubtedly the Conmand
Center of the

conpl ex.

One wall was covered with screens, displaying areas of the conpl ex, what

| ooked to be

roons in a richly decorated house, the front door of a mansion, and severa
out si de views - none

of whi ch he recogni zed. A nunber of the screens al so displayed | ocal and

i nterplanetary news

broadcasts. One screen, he noticed with sonething close to amazenent, even
noni tored the

Guard’s private comruni cati ons channel

The screens showing views inside the conpl ex, however, provided the answer to
hi s
suspi cion that he was being foll owed. The vids woul d have recorded his
novenent, and
soneone in this roomnust have been watching himpass through the halls. He
allowed a

grudgi ng amount of respect for that alertness. No good terrorist should | eave
a prisoner

unwat ched.

The center of the large, well-lit roomwas taken up by a nulti-base port
conmput er system

Three people sat around the square, monitoring the screens before them and
voicing in

conments, commands, and requests. Opposite him five doors left the Center
To his right, what he guessed to be a comunications board took up half the
wal | . The

other half was covered by a huge tapestry depicting an early scene of the
first humans on Narava.

A man with long, straight black hair, sharp but handsome features, deep

red- brown skin, and

anber eyes played a central role in the action of the intricately woven wall
hangi ng. Beside the

man stood a wonman in flight gear with waist-length red hair and dark brown
eyes that seened to

flicker with life fromw thin the two-dinensional portrait.

The tapestry held him fascinated him It seened so out of place in the
technol ogy-filled

room and yet it seenmed the very heart of the room He studied the man in the
center of the

tapestry, staring at his anber eyes as if they held sone know edge, sone
answers. Wen the

portrait didn't answer his questions, he turned his attention back to the
room hunting for one

face in particular.
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She stood at the far side of the room near the wall of view screens, talking
in hushed
tones with the man that had run fromthe Docks with them David finally
recogni zed him He

hadn’t remenbered himbefore this noment, but now he recalled his inmage from
the Guard’'s

mai nframe wanted |ist. Raf Tygran, pilot, smuggler, hustler and thief. And,
Davi d thought with a
faint snarl, wonanizer

A slow, building anger churned in the center of his gut, tensing his nuscles.
He coul dn’t

have expl ai ned why he was pissed. O the many reasons he had to be pissed at
that nmonent, he

couldn’t have named which was the real cause. And he didn't care. He warned
himself with the

anger, letting it strengthen his concentration, focus his confused enotions.
He watched their

di scussion, watched the way Kira pushed her anber hair behind her ears, the
way her forehead

crinkl ed when she frowned, the distracted | ook of concentration in her

gol den- brown eyes. He

had attracted attention when he’d entered the room her people glanced at
hi m nervous or

hesi tant | ooks, but no one approached and asked his busi ness. That was good.
It gave himtime to
sl ow his pul se and control his anger before approaching Kira and Raf. He
needed t hat anger,

needed it to remind himthat he was a prisoner and she was a terrorist, but he
couldn’t afford to

let it get the best of him Control. He had to remain focused.

He | ooked around one last tine, then wal ked toward Kira. She hadn’t noticed
hi myet;

and as he approached, he watched her frown turn up to a smile, then a great
booni ng | augh t hat

echoed in the cavernous room The sound vibrated through himthe way a single
clear note
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vi brates through a tuning fork. He flicked a | ook to Tygran to see him
grinning at her like a cat.

David jamed his fists into his pockets to keep fromusing themon the pirate.
The irrationa
desire to smash Tygran's pretty face for making Kira | augh di sturbed him

Di st urbed him as
much as her laughter had disturbed his focus. Should it bother himif Tygran
nmade her | augh?

He forced his misgivings aside, not willing to look too closely at his own
notivations. He
woul d sinply dislike Tygran on principle. And if the need arose to pound on
the man a little,
wel |, he wasn’t one to argue with necessity.

Because he was watching, David saw Kira stiffen when she noticed him Her
face cl osed

up, cutting off the brilliant |aughter that had been there a nonment before and
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replacing it with
wari ness. Tygran noticed the change too and took a step closer to Kira when
Davi d st opped next
to them The protective gesture irritated David al nbst as nmuch as Tygran's
ability to make Kira
snmle. He clenched his fists and kept them wedged in his pockets. Control
Cario. Focus. You

have things you need to do, answers you need to find. No tine to let a pair of
pretty eyes bother
you.

He didn’t acknow edge the pilot, but put the full force of his fluctuating
anger into his
gaze as he | ooked down at Kira. She was keeping himprisoner against his will.
She was a
terrorist. She was Ennoren’s ex-wife, and therefore off limts. She
represented all the things in

his past that had brought himto this point.

And damm it all to hell if she wasn’t making it easy for himto forget why
all of that was a

bad thing. Just looking into those w de, anber eyes shook his control, blurred
his focus, made

hi m question his resolve. He had a job to do. Kira was part of that job,
not hi ng nore. She was the
eneny, everything that Ennoren said she was. So why the hell did he want so
badly to kiss her?

“Kira,” he growed after a tense and silent noment. He let his anger burn in
hi s voi ce,

hoping it would hide his desire, needing it to hide his weakness.

She flinched. Part of David triunmphed in that small victory. Another part
regretted it.

Kira | ooked at Tygran and said, “1'll talk with you later, Raf.”

Davi d sensed the snuggler stiffening at the dismssal, but he didn’t turn. He
kept his gaze

on Kira's face, watching every twitch, every enotion sliding through her eyes.
He was desperate
to hold onto his anger now Watching that beautiful, expressive face | eeched
away his rage. He
wasn't sure he wanted to be in her presence w thout the anger as a defense.
“I"ve got to contact my co-pilot,” Raf said. “I’'Il meet you later, Kira?”
“Yes.” Then David and Kira were al one. She focused on a spot just past his
ear. “David.

How s your shoul der?”

“Fine. Samleft |less scaring than he threatened to.”

She quirked a brow at that, the barest of smiles crooking her lips. “He can't
seemto help

bei ng good at his job.” Affection for the nedic | eaked out in her voice. “You
nmust need food.”

She snapped back to business. “lI didn't think you'd be up and about just yet.
"1l have Grainne
show you to the dining hall.”

“Why not you?”

“l have work to do.”

“Buildings to bl ow up, people to kill.”

H s comment made her eyes flare wide, and she finally met his gaze. “Wat the
hel | does
that nmean?”

“Isn’t that what terrorists do? You are a terrorist, aren’t you, Kira?”

“I nmost certainly amnot!” The startled | ooks her explosion drew fromthe
others in the

room nade her drop her voice to a harsh whisper. “I don’t have tinme to trade



insults and
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accusations with you, David. Now...”"

“Yes, now. You and | are going to talk. Now Make tine.”

“Why, you son of a bitch! Wo the hell do you think you are?”

“Your prisoner.”

She stepped back as if she'd been slapped. “I told you that couldn’'t be
hel ped. |’ m sorry.

| know you don’t believe that, but | am
bot h know that you
woul d have to report this conmpound to Ennoren, David. You've seen the
Shifters, and it’'s your

duty. | can't let you do that.”

“Why didn’t you just wipe ny nmind and dunp nme on the road |ike Sam
suggest ed?”

“Because | don’'t believe in mnd wi pes. Too nmany side effects, and too
dangerous to you.

Your entire nenory could get erased by accident.”

The expl anation confirned somethi ng about her that he had been afraid to
believe after
that norning. H s anger wavered, then began to wane. Walking into the Conmand
Center, he'd
want ed, needed to think the worst of her. Now she was confirming his very
first inpression of

her. He flashed on the inage of her in ripped jeans and a flannel shirt,

| ooki ng down at him from

behi nd t he wheel of her van, on the nemory of that famliar sonething in her
eyes that had

drawn hi meven nore than her beauty. And he knew sonet hi ng about her that
Ennoren hadn’t

told him She wasn't ruthless or heartless. She had honor

But that know edge al so blurred the lines of his mission further. He remai ned
silent for a

long tinme, holding her gaze. Then he asked, “Do you have any cigarettes?” Hs
guestion seened

to surprise her. She snmiled. David s gut tightened and a rush of heat pul sed
t hrough his veins in

response.

“lI don’t snoke,” she said, “but | can get you sonme. |'mafraid you'll have to
confine your

snoking to certain areas of the conmplex, though. It’'s not good for the
Shifters to be exposed to

too nuch cigarette snoke.”

“Why not?” He frowned. It wasn't too healthy for humans to be exposed to it,
ei t her, but

he suspected she wasn’t tal king about |ung cancer and heart attacks.

She studi ed himthen, |ooking deep in his eyes, assessing what she saw there.
For the first

time in years, he had to work not to fidget under that kind of scrutiny. “You
don’t know nuch

about Shifters, do you?” she asked.

He shrugged. “As nmuch as nost people know.” He jamed his hands farther into
hi s

She took a steadying breath. “We
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pockets, unconfortable wi th having shown her his ignorance.

“That’s not much,” she said with a sad shake of her head. “Shifters feed
directly from
nutrients in the air. Their cells take up needed nol ecules fromthe
surroundi ng envi ronment, so
they can feed even when they aren’t in their natural form That means that
they can take up
poi sonous nol ecules fromthe air, too, like tar.”

She fell silent, pursing her lips, then turned to the conputer block at the
center of the
room *“G ainne.
was chewi ng the
edge of a nouse-pen. “lI'mgoing to show our...guest,” she nodded to David,
“around and get him
some food. Beep nme when Pat gets back, and let Jo know that Raf is gonna need
help with sone
of the supplies we need. Ch, and have James neet me in the canteen with a pack
of cigarettes.”

At the girl’s nod, Kira turned back to him She tilted her head toward a
near by door and
indicated with a hand that they should go. He wal ked beside her in silence
down a series of
corridors. The anger that had followed himfrom his ned-room was vani shing. He
was no | ess
her prisoner now than he had been twenty minutes ago. But that fact didn't
really bother him any
nore. Ch, he still didn’t like having his free will inhibited; hated it, in
fact. But he was where he

She caught the attention of a thin-faced, red-haired girl who
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needed to be, sooner than he thought to get there. He glanced down at the
woman besi de him

caught her brushing an anber | ock of hair behind her ear, and knew that the
sooner he got this

m ssion over with, the better

He | ooked up as she led himthrough an open doorway into a | arge canteen. The
| ong,

rectangul ar netal tables that filled nost of the roomwere enpty.

“You missed the nmidday neal rush and you're too early for the evening neal,”
Kira told

himwith a grin. “Good tinming.” She led himto a series of auto-cookers |ining
the far wall.

“Cof f ee?” When he nodded, she ordered two cups, then asked, “Wat would you
like to eat?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

She thought a nmonment, then ordered a bow of nushroom soup and a | oaf of
war ned

bread. “Tastes good after you've been under knockouts.”

“My Irish granny used to make it by hand for nme when | was a kid,” he told
her. “Swore

by its rejuvenating properties.”

She grinned again. “Mne, too.”

“My Italian granny swore by the healing effects of minestrone.” No |onger
able to resist
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her smile, he reached out and touched her jawwith his fingertips. H's gaze
dropped to her nouth

when she licked her lips. “They argued about which was better for years.”
“I"’mnot making you choose sides, am1?” Her voice was quiet, breathy.
“No.” He traced her lower [ip with his thunb. She sucked in a sharp breath,
and hi s heart

pounded in a rush of masculine triunph at that small, telling sound. “They
took turns w nning
the argument. The last tine | was sick, | had minestrone. It’s G anny

McQuire's turn to win.”

“Ch,” she whi spered.

The sound of bl eeping fromthe auto-cooker startled themboth and shattered
t he monent.

Davi d dropped his hand and took a deep, slow breath.

Kira pulled the soup fromthe open door of the cooker and handed it to him
wi t hout

nmeeting his gaze. There was a slight pink tint to her cheeks that nade David
smle as he took the

pl ate of bread. He followed her to one of the long tables and sat, unable to
| ook away from her
face for long. So many enotions and thoughts passed through her eyes.

He was in trouble. He'd been in dangerous situations before, but none this
hazar dous.
And it wasn’t just the threat of physical harmthat scared him After his
years with the Guard, he
was used to that possibility. No, this was a nore personal threat, one that
coul d do nore danage
than all the blasters on Narava. Faced with the harmKira could do to him he
woul d have al nost

preferred facing an arny of Binnean warriors.

They sat in silence for a few noments while he sipped his soup and studied
her face; then

she pulled a snmall card-shaped device from her vest pocket and tapped a point
on its surface.

“Command code: Farseaker, K. Begin Tchyvonian’s Synphony No. 8. Level 3.” The
roomfilled
with a light orchestral arrangement at a volunme | oud enough to cover the

sil ence, but quiet

enough to nake conversation easy.

She slid the card back into her vest. At his raised eyebrows, she grinaced a
little. “I don't

like total silence around food,” she said. “lI knowit's silly, but |I’ve never
liked listening to other

people - or nyself for that matter - eat and drink.”

He nodded, trying to stifle a grin. Her cheeks col ored again, and she took a
| ong drink of

her coffee in an attenpt to hide her enbarrassnment. His smile broke beyond his
control. His anti-

government terrorist |leader didn't like to hear people chew. He chuckled and
tore of f a hunk of

bread. She was...di sarning.

Feel i ng generous because she’d just blushed twice in | ess than five mnutes
in front of
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him he decided to change the subject. “Farseaker? Are you related to

Nat hani el Farseaker?” he

asked after swall owi ng a spoonful of soup. Nathaniel was one of the first
humans to settle

Narava. He was a Navajo fromEarth’s North American continent, and consi dered
one of the

greatest space explorers of his tine. He was responsible for the discovery of
nore habitable

pl anets than any other star hunter in history.

She smled, famlial pride shining in her eyes. “He was my paterna

great - grandf at her.”

“That’s himin the tapestry in your Command Center, isn’t it?” He thought
he’' d

recogni zed the scene, knew he’'d recogni zed the anber eyes. Wen she nodded, he
said, “You

have the same eyes, though your coloring is different.”

“He married an Irish wonman. The lighter coloring carried down through ny
dad’ s side of

the famly.” She shrugged.

“Brigit Farseaker. | renenmber her fromhistory lectures, too. That’s her in
the tapestry

al so, then?” Brigit was one of the first pilots to fly beyond Earth’s sol ar
system Her relationship
wi th Nat hanial was reputed to be...turbulent at best.

Kira grinned. “Yep, that's her. | would have |like to have known her.” She
si ghed. Then

her expression turned serious again, and troubled. “David...l don't know where
to start this
conversation. | think you deserve an expl anation of sorts, but...Wll, the
truth is, | can't trust the

entire story to you. It would jeopardize too many lives if | were to tell you
some things, but...”

She stopped, puffing out a breath and running a hand through her hair in a

di stracted gesture.

“You could start by telling ne why you re harboring a complex full of
aliens.”

“The Shifters aren’'t the aliens on this planet, David. W are. W stole their
horme from
them and then very nearly drove themto extinction. And if people like
Ennoren and the

pl anetary senators had their way, the Shifters would be extinct within the
next few years. That

can’t be allowed.” Al hesitancy |left her voice and her deneanor. She spoke
with a conviction
that he couldn’t deny she felt soul -deep. It was the sort of conviction he
found pai nful to hear

and see. It was too damed fanili ar

“Why?” he asked, his voice harsh with | ong-suppressed anger and pain. And
guilt. “Wy

do you care so nuch what happens to then? They're little nore than ani mals,
mmcs...’

“They are thinking, feeling, intelligent, cognizant creatures,” she all but
shouted. Wth an

effort, she pulled in her tenper and said, “Don’t believe all the governnent’s
pr opaganda. Their

so-called studies into the intellectual capabilities of the Shifters were a
farce at best, designed to

get public support for the exterm nations. They are not dangerous beasts
lurking in corners,



waiting to take over human bodies |ike parasites. They lived here, evolved
here for eons wi thout

the hel p of ‘human hosts’.”

“Then expl ai n why the governnent would want to spend all this time and noney
on

exterm nation? It doesn’'t nake sense, Kira. If they're not a threat to humans,
t hen why bot her ?”

“Because they are a threat, David. They're a threat because they evol ve and
adapt better

t han humans. Because they can be anywhere and without a detector, hunans
woul dn’t know it.

That scares a |lot of people. So a lot of people are willing to | ook the other
way while this

unknown is elimnated. It’s an old story in human history.” She dropped her
angry gaze to her

coffee nug. “We weren’t ready,” she nurnured so quietly that he al nbst didn't
hear her over the

bui I ding i nstrunmental nusic.

“Weren't ready for what?” He reached across the table and gri pped one of her
hands

hard, urging her to | ook up. “Wat weren't we ready for?”

“For space travel, for neeting new species and cultures. It happened too
fast. | sonetines
wi sh Gerhaurst had never bothered with his research into tachyons and warpi ng
drives. W
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weren’'t ready for the consequences of his breakthrough.”
She nade a sweeping gesture with her free hand. “W're too arrogant, we
humans. W
still assunme we have rights over other creatures. Even after all the eons of
evolution on Earth, al
the experience and learning on Earth and in the gal axy, we assune we have the
right to w pe out
an entire speci es because they scare us. And because we can.”
The sadness in her voice touched sonething in him A deep part of hinself
that he’d been
trying to keep suppressed for six years. He wanted to run away from that quiet
sorrow and the
nmenories it brought al nost as much as he wanted to wipe it fromher face. He
noved his free
hand to cup her cheek, caressing the silky skin with his thunb. “Is that what
you're hoping to
acconplish here, Kira? Are you hoping to change hunman arrogance?”
“No. All | want is to give the Shifters the chance they deserve. At life.”
Beneath his hand, he felt her jaw muscles clench together in an effort to
nmai nt ai n her
control. But her eyes were dry and full of determination. David forgot about
his neal, he forgot
about his mission, he even forgot to be afraid of the consequences of being
attracted to her. He
| eaned across the table, pulling her toward himw th the hand on her cheek
When she didn't
nove away, he covered her lips with his.
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He ki ssed her gently once. Then he kissed her again, deep and with a
surprising hunger.

He pushed his hand from her cheek into her hair and squeezed tight. She tasted
of coffee and
somet hi ng sweet, unlike anything he’d tasted before. He ran his tongue over
her lips, then urged
them apart until she opened to him A small npan bl ew past her lips into his
nout h, and David's

entire body pul sed to a denmandi ng need.

But before he could do nmore than grasp her shoulders to pull her closer, a

bl eepi ng sound

expl oded between them Kira pulled away, gasping, anmber eyes wi de and dark
Davi d gr oaned

and dropped back onto the bench, waiting for her to answer the pocket-comm He
ran a hand

over his hair, ruffling the back through his fingers. But he couldn't tear his
gaze from her Iips.

After she took a few steadying breaths, she pulled the card from her vest
pocket and

answered the annoyi ng summons. “Kira here.” She kept her gaze on the table
whi | e she tal ked.

“Kira, Pat’s back.”

“Thanks, Jo. Did he nanage everything?’ There was a | ong pause. Kira frowned
at the

card in her hand. “Jo?”

“Honey, you' d better get down here. Pat has sonme news.”

“On ny way.” Kira snapped off the combutton and stood. She stared down at
himin a

det ached, appraising way that was all |eader and none of the passionate wonan
he’ d ki ssed

nmormrents before. “You' d better cone with ne.”

He | ooked past her stern expression into her eyes, and saw the fear. He stood
and
foll owed her out of the canteen w thout another word.
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CHAPTER 6

Conmand was silent when Kira walked in with David at her heels. Al eyes
turned to her,

fearful and hopeful in a way that made Kira want to clinmb into a burrow and
hi de. Sonet hi ng
was wong, and they were worried. They also believed she woul d be able to fix
it.

She headed straight for Jo and the short, lanky nman that stood with her. Pat
was in his

m df orties, but his black skin had yet to show any signs of aging. His bald
head, trendy jeans and

flannel shirt added to the air of youth about him Pat was a genius at
bargaining with the | ess-

t han-savory people Kira's group had to deal with. He was also a conputer
hacker of unequall ed

skill.

“Pat. What's the probl enP”
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The man | ooked at David, then back at Kira, his brow creasing. “Can we talk
in your

of fice?” he asked, his voice deeper than his thin frane suggested.

Kira nodded. “Jo, |ook after our guest, please. See that he gets sone
cigarettes and a

pl ace to snoke them David,” she turned to the Guard, ignhoring the tiny
shivers scurrying over

her spine when she | ooked into his face, “we’ll talk nore later.”

He inclined his head, his face expressionless, but his eyes were dark and
full of heat.

Kira noved across the roomto her office door before she had tinme to worry
about the

heat. Pat followed her into the small, sparse room and she cl osed the door
There were only two

chairs, and a small desk with a conputer console and a comuni cations board on
it in the room

She nodded toward a chair, offering Pat a seat, but he declined. Wth a shrug,
she settled herself

on the corner of the desktop. “Ckay, Pat, what’s the problen”

“First, the clearance code to | eave planet is going to be harder to get than
| thought.”

“Why?” She hal f rose.

He raised a hand to settle her and said, “Not inpossible, Kira, just nore
difficult.

Ennoren’ s upgraded the confirmati on procedures and checks. | can still get it,
but if you want it
to work, it’s gonna take a little nore tinme.”

“We don’t have nuch tinme left, Pat. How | ong are we tal king?”

“Coupl e of days at the nost.” Kira took a relieved breath, but Pat shook his
head. “That’s

not our only problem Kira.”

She frowned. “What el se? The Guard hasn’t found the new conpound?”

“No. It's still secure. And they're alnost up and running. They'll be able to
take over

once we've left. The problemis our new guest.”

Kira felt a sick tunble begin in her gut. “Explain.”

“He’ s been reported mssing already.”

“Already? Shit. | thought Ennoren would give himat |east a few days before
reporting

it.”

Pat grimced. “Well, we just happened to have rescued the only nmenber of the
Quard
t hat has never mssed a day, an hour of duty in his entire career. | checked

his record. David

Cariois froma fanmly of Guard, and he takes the position very seriously,
Kira. Apparently, it

wasn't even Ennoren that reported himabsent. It was the duty sergeant. And,
according to

internal ears, the Conmander laid into the duty sergeant brutally. Threatened
to send himup to
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the fact that a Guard
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has gone nissing.”
She took a deep breath, blew it out in a long, slow exhale that went sone way
to untying

the knots in her stomach. “Damm. Well, there’'s nothing for it now, Pat,” she
sai d, pushing her
hai r behind one ear. “We can’t let himgo yet. Not till we’'re gone and this

conpl ex has been shut

down. He's seen too nuch. And before you say it,” she raised a warning eyebrow
at his half-

open mouth, “lI’mnot w ping his nenory. Period.”

“We could kill him” Pat said w thout enotion

“No,” she ground out, “we couldn't.” She forced her jaw to unclench, then
said, “Pat, |
suspect Ennoren sent himto find ne last night, to spy on me, naybe to gain ny
trust. | wouldn't

be at all surprised if Ennoren knew David was with ne last night.”

Pat | ooked at his feet, one hand tugging at his full lower lip. “That woul d
expl ai n why he
got so angry at the duty sergeant, | suppose. If he were trying to set you up

di scover what and
where you’' re hiding, he m ght have hoped that David would get pulled into your
circle.”

“And if David shows up dead now? He' |l know we’ve taken himas a spy. It'1I
give Eain

an excuse to descend on nmy house with a search warrant. Not his first choice,

| inmagine, since

for all he knows, this place is clean; but a very viable alternative for him
nonet hel ess. |'d guess
the only reason he hasn’'t done it so far is that | haven't given himan excuse
and. .. Well, even

Eain wouldn’t go out of his way to offend some of nmy father’s ol d associ ates.
He' d need a

reasonabl e expl anation for the warrant. |If David shows up dead, he’d have it.
And we can’t have

hi m searching the estate yet.”

“But after the newscast, won’t Ennoren cone asking questions anyway? Standard

procedure. He wouldn’t need a warrant for that. And | imagine there are at
| east one or two
witnesses willing to say Cario was seen with you last night.”
“From the Docks?” She raised a nocking brow “l doubt it. But even if someone
wer e

able to connect us, that doesn’t mean Ennoren woul d come around asking
guestions personally.

If he’s sent David in as a spy, and there’'s a chance that David is still alive
and maybe earni ng ny

trust right now, he won't want to hint to me that he knows | was with David
last night. It would

make ne too suspicious. | mght start to question how Eain knew about David
and ne at the

Docks, how he knew to start asking questions there so soon. David' s only been
m ssing for one

day. I'msure there are a hundred other places they' d check first before the
Docks, unl ess they

al ready knew t hat was where David was.

“I'f David shows up dead, Ennoren has nothing to | ose by com ng here. But

until he

knows David' s fate, he can’t risk blowing his cover. He can fend off the press
with a made-up
story. He’'s not a dunb man, Pat. He won't show up here yet.”

A bl eep sounded from her conmmuni cati ons board. She | eaned backward and



pressed a
button on the board. “Wat is it, Jo?”
“You’ ve got a visitor upstairs.”
Kira frowned. “Who?” She didn't get unexpected visitors anynore. She'd
wi t hdr awn
fromher society circles after her father’'s death. The only visitors she got
now wer e prepl anned
engagenents - or trouble.
She hurried fromthe office, Pat right behind her, to the wall of
vi d-screens. She stared
mutely at the screen displaying the front door of her famly hone.
“Ei ther your ex-husband is a | ot dumber than you thought,” Pat said wyly,
or he's a lot
nore cl ever than we guessed.”
She glared at Pat, who only shrugged. Then she renmenbered David. He was
st andi ng at
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the far side of the vid-screens, watching her. She shook off his scrutiny to
deal with the business

at hand. Damm hi m anyway for getting her into this nmess with Ennoren. |f she
were a better

| eader, she would wipe his menory. |If he was a spy, he was a danger to their
whol e operation. It
was her responsibility to deal with him But he was making it inpossible for
her to consi der

harming himin any way. How coul d she harm soneone she wanted to kiss? Dam
himfor that,
t 0o.

She wal ked to the conmuni cations board across the room and punched in the

i nternal

comm system for the house. “Wiat are you doi ng here, Eain?” she denanded,
wat ching his face

on the screen

He gl anced directly at the vid-scanner and sniled. “Good afternoon, Kira. Did
| disturb

you?”

“I"'min the bath.”

“Alone? O do you have conmpany?” There was a familiar threat just beneath the
seem ngly enotionl ess tone of his voice.

“I"ve got a string of lovers up here with ne,” she answered, letting
anmusement curl into

her voice. Wthout the benefit of a vid-screen on his side of the door, Eain
couldn’t see her

shaki ng hands or the thin sheen of sweat on her brow Her voice betrayed none
of her fear.

“Open the door, Kira,” he snapped, snarling at the vid-scanner. “W have to
talk.”

“ About what, Eain?”

“One of your lovers,” he grow ed.

Kira's stomach clenched. “Wich one?” Her voice didn't sound as flippant as
she want ed

it to.

“Tygran. Raf Tygran.”
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For just an instant, Kira couldn’t breathe. She | ooked across the roomto
where Raf stood.

He' d entered while she was in her office with Pat. Now he waited with the
others by the wall of
screens. “Wio?” Kira asked while staring into Raf’'s narrowed bl ue eyes.

“You know who |’ mtal king about,” Ennoren said, nore pleasantly now And Kira
knew

she’d hesitated too | ong before asking her |ast question

“I"1'l be down in a mnute.” She snapped the commlink off before she could
hear his

response, but she didn't miss his snmug snmile. “Looks like our little shootout
with the Leeches

caught sone unneeded attention,” Kira said to Raf. “How wanted are you on this
pl anet ri ght

now?”

David answered for the pilot. “The Conmmander will arrest himon sight.
Actual ly, since

he thinks Tygran's your lover, he may kill himon sight.”

Hi s voice drew her gaze to him but his |ast statement made her frown. She
opened her

mouth to ask what he’d meant, then closed it again. She'd have time for that
later. “Ckay, Raf. |
don’t know where you are or what happened to you |last night. And you didn't
stay in my hone.”

She was al ready noving toward the door leading to the lifts. “Gainne, is he
wearing a detector?”

The red haired girl at the conmputer block did a quick scan, then indicated
t hat Ennoren
was clean. Xep, Kira called to the Shifter

Probl ens?

Meet ne at |ift four now | need your help.

Al nmost there now, Kira.

Kira was stepping through the sliding door toward the Iifts when a hand
dropped on her

shoul der. She turned, looking up into David s dark eyes. And saw a concern
that bordered on

fear. “If Ennoren knows about Raf, he may al so know | was with you | ast night.
Don’t let him
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think | stayed in your house either, Kira,” he warned in an undertone, for her
ears only. “And

don’t let himsuspect that you ve taken nme into your bed.” Wen she frowned,
he grow ed, “This

is for ny benefit as well as yours.”

The request confused her, but she didn’t have tinme to think about it then
“Fine,” she

snapped and headed to the Iift that would take her closest to the front door
of the mansion. Xep

arrived just as the doors opened, following her into the lift without a word.
When she stepped out into the white stone and gl ass entryway of the mansion
she’' d

grown up in, she was alone, wearing a full-length, black silk robe. The lift
doors cl osed and were
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hi dden by a hol ogramthat bl ended with the surroundi ng stone walls. She shook
her hair until it
felt sufficiently tousled, then approached the door.

Her spine tingled, unconfortably aware that David was watching this scene
fromthe

conmand roomwith the others. Wth a deep breath, she opened the sprawing
dar k wooden

doors. Ennoren stood only inches fromthe door, putting himright in her face
the second the

barrier was taken away. He slowy took in her robe and her dry but nussed
hair. There was a

m xture of angry suspicion and desire in his blue eyes that Kira didn’t |ike.
“State your business, Eain,” she challenged without offering to let himin
t he house.

H's mouth tightened. “This will take a few m nutes, and | doubt you want your
nei ghbor s
to see you in such a state in the mddle of the afternoon.”

“I don’t particularly care.” She shrugged. “But cone in, anyway.
asi de,

| eani ng agai nst the door as he wal ked into the house. She shut the doors and
wi thout a word
sauntered toward a sitting roomat the far end of the hall, |eaving Ennoren to
fol | ow.

The room she took himto was one he had always hated. It was filled with
Navaj o rugs

and pottery, the colors all cream rust and turquoise. A nunmber of pillows and
a | ow, cushioned

couch surrounded an open fire pit in the mddle of the room Qher than the
pillows and couch,
the roomwas bare of furniture. Ennoren hated to sit that close to the ground,
sayi ng agai n and

again that nmen were not designed to sit on the floor

That menmory made her cocky snmile authentic as she sunk easily to one of the
pillows.

“Have a seat,” she offered, nocking himw th her outstretched hand. d owering
he perched on
the soft armof the couch, putting nost of his weight on his legs to keep from
col I apsi ng the

cushions. “Now, what’s all this about, Eain? | thought |I told you never to
cone here again.”

“This is about the law, Kira. The sane |aw which | amfully aware you’ ve been
br eaki ng
for...what, four, four and half years now.”

“Real | y? And what specific lawis that? The one that says | nust see ny

ex- husband on a

regul ar basi s?”

“This isn’t about us,” he snapped. “It’s about the pilot, Tygran.”

“He’s a pilot! How exciting.”

“Kira,” Ennoren’s voice dropped to a low grow, “you were seen at the Docks
with this

man. He’'s wanted by the aw on at | east seven planets. If you're harboring a
fugitive, you'll get
tentolifein a hole.”

“Harboring a fugitive, hm? Sounds very noble of me, don’'t you think?” She
shifted,

pulling the robe tighter over her |legs when it began to fall open, and fol ded
her hands in her Iap,

ignoring Eain's glance at her briefly exposed |l egs. “Too bad |I’'ve never done
anyt hi ng t hat

nobl e.”

She st epped

”



“This wouldn’t be noble. He's a thief, a snuggler and a nurderer.”
“Afraid for ny life, Eain? That’'s not at all |ike you.”

He shot fromhis tentative perch and began pacing the room “So smug,” he
hi ssed
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beneath his breath. “So dammed sure you're right, and your nmoney will buy you
anyt hi ng you
want. You think you re above the law?” He whirled on her. “If | find Tygran
here, Kira, he's a

dead man. And | won't stop the law fromfalling on you, either.”

She sighed and stood. “I would expect nothing | ess.”

He strai ghtened, snapping down the edges of his uniformjacket. “You play

i nnocent so
wel . Always did. Such a sweet face, such pretty eyes. A man woul d never guess
t he deception
t hat hi des behind those eyes.”

“Eain...”

Bef ore she could finish, Ennoren took two |long strides and griped the | apels
of her robe,

pulling her flush to his body. “Does your |over pilot know how well you lie,
bitch? O can you

decei ve even another liar? A man doesn’t stand a chance with you. | never
did.”

“Cet your hands off ne,” she said, her voice even, cal mand dangerous.

He | oosened one hand only to grip the back of her neck roughly. “Wre you
ever as

i nnocent as you | ook? Were you ever innocent at all?” he denanded in a

gravel -rough voi ce

“Yes,” she said sadly, neeting his angry, hungry gaze. “l was innocent once.
A very | ong
tinme ago.”

As abruptly as he'd grabbed her, he let her go and Kira stunbl ed backward
with the
sudden rel ease of tension. He stalked to the door, his spine stiff beneath the
crisp lines of his

uniform “This isn't over, Kira. |I'Il be back for Tygran. If he’'s had a taste
of you, he won't be far
off.” He stopped just at the entry to the sitting roomand turned to face her
again. “By the way,
one of ny GQuards has turned up mssing. David Cario. You nmet himthe other day
at the

bl ockade. ”

She nodded.

“Seems he was seen in the Docks last night, also. 1'd hate to think one of ny
nen got

hinsel f nmixed up in sonething unlawful. O even got hinself killed.” He turned
away again,

calling over his shoulder as he walked to the front door, “For a pretty face.”
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CHAPTER 7

Kira took a series of |long, slow breaths before heading back to the lift. She
shed the robe

on the way down, dressing again in her |eggings and tunic while Xep shifted
back to its natura
form D d he hurt you? she asked, concentrating on a button at the collar of
her tunic so she
woul dn’t have to ook into the Shifter’'s whirling eyes.

No. But he hurt you?

No. He can’t hurt ne any nore, Xep. She straightened but stared at the lift
doors, still not

| ooking into Xep’'s steady gaze.

He has made this personal. Mdre so now than ever before.

He's getting desperate. He can't control me, and he can’'t catch ne. |’ve

el uded hi m and

his law for too long. It’s making himangry. That’s all

He thinks David is with you now.

Yes. But since he probably sent himin the first place, that’'s not really
surpri sing.

He mentioned that David night have been killed. Do you think he believes
t hat ?

Kira took a moment to consider the Shifter’s question. Maybe. That m ght
expl ai n why he

cane today. If he thought his “spy” had died before conpleting the m ssion..
She paused, then
t hought, Or he was just trying to safeguard David' s position here by making it
seemas if he
wasn't sent as a plant. She groaned and rubbed her tenples as the lift doors
opened. | don’t

know, Xep. | just don't know It’'s all getting too conplicated, and | can't
seemto work it out any

nmore. A rush of exhaustion stormed through Kira so that she had to force
herself to wal k out of

the lift.

Xep rested a gol den hand on her shoulder as they exited the lift. | know this
is hard on
you, Kira. But you ve done well. And it’s al nbst over now.

Kira nodded, finally looking into the swirls of purple, blue and green that
were the

Shifter’'s eyes. The time is even closer now, Xep, she warned. W can’t afford
any delay. As soon

as Pat has the cl earance codes, we’'re on the ship. She turned back toward
Command, the instant
flash of exhaustion pushed aside. Make sure all of the Shifters are ready for
a sudden departure,
Xep. Because we won't be able to come back

Conmmand was buzzing with chatter and active people. Everything fell silent
when she
stepped to the center of the room “All right, everyone, you heard the nan.
He’ s com ng back
whi ch neans we’ve got next to no tine left. Pat, the clearance codes are your
top priority - the
second you’' ve got a working set, we’'re on the ship. | don't care what you have
to do, but get
them a-sap.” She turned until she saw Tygran. “Raf, get in touch with your
co-pilot and crew



They need to be ready to nove at any point within the next two or three days
at the nost. Any
sign that the | aw or the Leeches have discovered where the ship is?”

“No sign of either,” he confirmed in a businesslike tone that she could only
admre.

“CGood. Let’'s hope it stays that way. The rest of you, make sure all your
affairs are taken

care of. You ve got one |last chance to back out. This is a one-way trip. |
know you’ ve all thought

about it, but think hard one last tine. Anyone who wants to stay behind has to
| eave tonight.
W' || arrange the identity changes with the new Command.” Kira | ooked at each
of the
faces in the room Shifter and Human alike. Al were faces she’d known for
four and half years,
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sonme even |l onger. Faces of those she'd fought with, and would give her life
for. Faces that she

| ooked on as nenbers of her fanmly

She was both proud and sad to see the deternmination in the human faces, their
wi | li ngness

to give up the planet they' d called hone all their lives. Each of the Shifters
in the roomsent her

an unconditional “feel” of certainty also - using that form of direct

comuni cation that needed

no words to translate. The feeling broke her heart.

“Everyone back to work, then,” she ordered, trying to hide the

enot i on-roughened

quality of her voice. “I want to have this place prepared to be shut down, and
everyt hing we need

ready to | oad by tonorrow norning.
searched out her

second and pull ed her aside. “Were' s Davi d?”

Jo nodded to a side door that led off to the fan roons - roons where snoking
was

allowed within the conplex. “He didn't | ook very happy when he left,’
viol et eyes

narrowed, full mouth pursed. “He seened to find the conversation you and
Ennor en

had...upsetting. | couldn't say for sure, Kira, but it looked a lot |ike
jealousy to ne.”

“Don’t be stupid, Jo,” Kira snapped, then breathed out her tenper. “Sorry.
That little

scene with Eain left me a bit raw”

“Under st andabl e.” Jo patted her shoul der

“I't doesn’t matter. | need to talk to David. WIIl you make sure Raf can get
in touch with

his crew? And nmake sure he has all the supplies he needs.”

Jo nodded and a familiar gleamlit her eyes. Kira lifted a brow, then shook
her head. “Just

don’t distract himfor too long, Jo,” Kira warned. “W all need to be ready.”

“Me?” Jo was about as good at innocent as she was at cooking, and Jo was a
very bad

As the buzz of activity began, Kira

Jo said,
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cook. Kira chuckl ed and nodded her second away.

She stood staring at the door that led to David, trying to settle herself for
anot her

confrontation. The fights and accusati ons were wearing on her. The exhaustion
that had swept

her in the Iift sat heavily on her shoul ders again. And dread mxed with a
tingling of anticipation

at seeing the Guard. Just the thought of his kiss nmade her |ips burn. Know ng
she’ d remenber
the feel of his touch all to vividly in his presence, Kira wasn’t sure she’'d
be able to nanage this

nmeeting. But it had to be done.

Pushi ng her straight hair behind her ears, she left Command and wal ked to the
fan roons.

Raf stopped her in the corridor just outside the air sealed entrance to the
rooms. “Kira,” he

began, then fell silent and stared at the floor for a few mnutes, his brow
deeply creased with

unspoken thoughts. After a tine, his brow softened and he grinned. “You're
somet hi ng el se,

Farseaker. And for what it’'s worth, | think liars are the best Kkinds of

peopl e.”

A laugh burst fromKira so suddenly it surprised her and nade her |augh
harder. “dad to

know it, Raf,” she said when she could talk again. “Thanks.” She tapped his
armgently. “Now,
get off your ass and make sure you're ready to pilot us off this rock.”

He smiled, winked at her and squeezed her shoul der before wal king away. Kira
shook her

head, baffled by the scene but thankful for the rel ease of tension. Wen she
st epped through the
air seal into the snmoking roons, she was grinning.

Davi d | eaned against a wall, taking a deep drag on his cigarette. He'd seen
Kira and Raf’s

brief exchange - the air seal was transparent - but he hadn’t been able to
hear them It didn't

matter. Seeing was enough to nake his blood boil. Her grin didn't help his
state of mnd any.

He took another deep pull on the cigarette, waiting for her to notice him
Wien she did,

her step faltered. She slowed, wal king toward himwith wary eyes. “I think
there are a few things
you' d better explain to ne,” she said in a hard voice that nade himbristle.
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“I was going to say the sane thing.” He puffed at the cigarette again. The
glowing tip
was al nost to his fingers. He dropped it to the floor, smashing it beneath his
boot heel and it

anot her.

“Me first,” Kira said, ignoring his glare. “What was all this about Ennoren
killing Raf if

he thought he was ny | over?”

“A fact,” David answered with a shrug. “The Commander would kill himfor the
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sinmpl e
fact that he was having an affair with you.”

Her brow creased. “I1 doubt that. He mght kill Raf, but not because | was
havi ng an affair
with him” She stopped, her gaze unfocused and turned i nward, then quietly
said, “Unless he
thought it would hurt ne. Then he might kill him”

“Would it?”

“What ?” She snapped her gaze back to his face, and David felt the strength of
her gol den

eyes in his every cell

“Wuld it hurt you if Raf were killed?”

She di sm ssed the comment with a wave of her hand. “It always hurts me when
sonmeone

| know gets killed.”

“But woul d Tygran’s death hurt you especial ly?”

She puffed out an inpatient breath and paced away. David could see the
conversation
wasn't going the way she wanted it to. He didn't care. He needed these
answers.

“I don’t know what the hell you' re tal king about, David,” she said. “And it
doesn't natter
anyway. | want to know why you didn't want Ennoren to think you were here | ast
ni ght. You tell

me |’ m keeping you a prisoner...”

“You are.”

“But you warn me before | go to talk with your Commander,” she continued over
hi s

interruption, “so that I'lIl make a specific effort not to nention you.” She
stopped and turned to
face him “Why? | could have slipped. | could have given away that | knew

where you were
He' d have a warrant to search the mansion within nmnutes if he thought | was
keepi ng you here.
Why woul d you give ne a warning you nust have known woul d have put ne on guard
agai nst
hinting at your presence here?”
“Why would | want himto know |’ m here?” David countered, throwi ng his
hal f-fi ni shed
cigarette to the ground and stal king closer to her. “You said you would
rel ease me within the
week. Why would | want him of all people, to find ne here when I know he’d
kill ne on sight?”
The statenent made her gasp. “What...?”
“I told you already, Kira,” David hissed as he stopped right in her face, “I
didn't want
himto think you ve slept with me. He’'d kill ne for that as easily as he'd
kill Raf for it.”
“First, why would he assune I'd sleep with you just because you were here?”
“After our neeting at the bl ockade, he has every reason to suspect that you
want ed nore
fromme than conversation.”
“Ch! You arrogant son of a bitch,” she nearly shouted in indignation
Davi d grabbed her chin, none too gently, and lifted her face. “Don’t dare
deny your

attraction to me, Kira. | feel it as well as you do. There were two of us
i nvolved in that kiss in the
canteen.”

She jerked her head away and stal ked off. “You' re as del usional as Ennoren.”
She



stopped abruptly and David, follow ng close behind her, al st knocked her
over. He grabbed

her shoul ders to bal ance her, but as soon as she had steadi ed herself, she
jerked away from his

t ouch.

Top

Page No 42

The Prom se of Kierna Rhoan |Isabo Kelly - 42

“None of this has anything to do with anything,” she hissed. “Wether |I'm
attracted to

you or not, whether Raf is ny |lover or not, has nothing to do with anything. |
have | ess than

three days now, and | don’t have tine for this pettiness. You don't want
Ennoren to find you

here? Fine! He won’t. |’'ve got..."

Davi d grabbed her shoul ders again and jerked her close. “ls he?”

“What ?” she dermanded

“I's Raf Tygran your |over, Kira?”

Her nouth dropped open. “I can't believe you're still...” She expelled a

di sbel i evi ng

breath, shook her head and pushed away from him

She started to wal k off again, but David kept pace with her easily. “Answer
t he question

Kira,” he demanded

“I't’s none of your goddammed busi ness!”

Hi s armdropped |like a bolt against the steel-plated wall beside her

st oppi ng her retreat.

She turned outraged eyes on him the golden depths rolling like |ava. Her
breath came in deep

angry jerks that nmade her chest rise and fall sharply. David felt his bl ood
reaching critical heat.

“I"'mmaking it ny goddammed business,” he answered, his voice | ow and rough
“Are you

having an affair with Tygran?”

She dropped her gaze and pushed against the armthat bl ocked her retreat. “I
don’t have
tinme for affairs,” she nunbled. “Wth anyone.”

He gripped the back of her neck, barely maintaining his control against the
storm ng heat

of desire riding through him Forcing her head around, he tilted her face up
bringi ng her |ips

only a breath away fromhis. “Make time,” he whi spered hoarsely, then covered
her nouth with

a hard, desperate ki ss.

She stiffened under his assault. Her hands cane up to his chest, and David
knew she
woul d push himaway despite the increased pressure he reflexively put on the
back of her neck

But even if she pushed, he didn't think he could let her go.

Then she nel t ed.

The utter cessation of resistance staggered him The hands she pressed

agai nst his chest

convul sed into fists in his shirt, and she pressed against him He pulled her
closer with one arm
wr apped around her wai st, the other dropping fromher neck to her upper back
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The eager
sweet ness of her kiss tunbled through him bringing his already needy body to
full, bhard

r eadi ness.

He dropped his hand from her shoul ders to her bottom squeezing hard. She
noaned | ow

in her throat, and David pushed her hips firmy against his throbbing
erection. Cod, she tasted

good! He noved her back against the wall, pressing her against it, freeing his
hands to cover her

breasts. She dropped her head back as far as the wall would all ow and arched
her back when he
squeezed roughly at the soft, tender mnounds.

The groan she rel eased as his nouth worked fluidly down the colum of her
throat nade

his grip tighten, and her fingers dug into his shoulders in response. He
pushed asi de the edge of

her vest and settled his |ips against the straining peak of one breast through
the material of her
tunic. He sucked gently at first, flicking the tip teasingly with his tongue.
The hel pl ess npans of

pl easure falling fromher parted lips nearly drove himmad. H s |ips grew nore
persistent, pulling
and ni pping until she began to shake.

He moved hungrily back to her mouth, devouring her with hot and urgent

ki sses.
“David.” H s nane sighed out of her, and he swall owed the passion and need in
her voi ce.

“CGod, Kira, | want you.
to

He raked her neck with his mouth again before noving
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torment the soft flesh of her ear. “Now. ” He knew he was |osing control, knew
that he woul d
take her in the corridor against the wall if he didn't get themto a room
soon.

He didn’t notice the push of her hands on his chest until her voice broke
t hrough the haze
of his desire. “David, stop.” He pulled back enough to | ook into her face, but
he didn't rel ease

her. Her face was flushed, her hair a sexy ness, her breathing rapid and
shallow. “l can’t do
this.” She pushed harder against himuntil he took a step back and dropped his
arns to his side.

Hi s eyes narrowed. “You were doing this just fine a nonent ago.”

Her cheeks flushed deeper. “I can't...| don't have the time,” she nunbl ed and
before he
could stop her, she noved beyond his reach. “I’'msorry, David,” she whispered,

gol den eyes
wi de. She wal ked away, her back stiff, her gate slow but determn ned.

He could catch her. He could reach her in a few strides and take her back
into his armns
agai n, nake her forget time, her mssion, Raf Tygran, even Ennoren. But he
didn't. He stood and
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wat ched her wal k away, working to steady his own breathing, to relax his
tensed nuscl es.

She m ght have just saved themboth froma terrible m stake. But he wasn't
happy about

bei ng saved.
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CHAPTER 8

Kira closed the sliding door to her bedroomin the conpound, then sank back
against it.

She’ d taken to sl eeping down in the conmpound instead of in her bedroomin the
nansi on as soon

as the conplex had been livable. There were too nany nenories up in the house.
Menori es that

cane back to haunt her now

She ran her hands through her hair and stared up at the ceiling, her heart
still pounding
with the desire David had so quickly sparked. God, but she wanted him She
coul dn’ t remenber

a man ever doing this to her, confusing her and turning her on at the sane
ti me. Ennoren had

never turned her to a quivering, boneless heap with only a Kkiss.

Except that was nore than a kiss, she thought ruefully. She'd very nearly |et
Davi d take

her in the blasted corridor! Wth a groan, she pushed away fromthe wall’s
support and wal ked to

her bed, sprawing face-first on the soft mattress. David was supposed to be
t he eneny, she told

her errant mind. He was al nost certainly Ennoren’s spy. He already knew nore
about the
conpl ex, about her, than was safe. He was supposed to be her prisoner, for
Christ’s sake.

She roll ed onto her back, pressed the palms of her hands into her aching
eyes. What am |

doi ng? |’ m supposed to be a | eader. |I'm supposed to be getting the Shifters
off this planet before
they' re conpletely destroyed. | don't have tinme for affairs.

She hadn’t had tinme for much of anything in the last five years. Not since
t he detector

pl ant had been bonbed. No, she corrected, time had become her eneny al nost a
year before that,
just after her parents were killed. The thought of her parents - a father who
had rai sed her for
several years all by hinself after her birth nother’'s death, a stepnother who
had | oved her as if
she’d given birth to her - brought a tear to Kira' s eye.

She’d clung to Eain for nonths after they had been killed. They'd been caught
in the
wong place at the wong time, according to the official report - walked into
the mddle of a

protest against the externminations just as a riot broke out. The Cuard cl ai ned
the riot was started

by the protestors. For nonths, Kira had found no reason to disbelieve the
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of ficial reports.

Until she’'d found the private | og her father had |left her. A log that
docunented his and

his wife’'s fight against the exterm nations, both publicly and privately. God,
she’ d been naive.

She’ d never even guessed. She knew they’d spoken out publicly against the
exterm nations, but
she’ d never suspected the extent to which they’ d struggl ed.

Their deaths weren’t an accident, either

She’ d never had proof, of course. Only the warnings in her father’s |log, the
suspi ci ons.
The distrust toward Ennoren. And the fear for her. Her father had gone to
great |engths just

before he was killed to nake sure that no matter what, Ennoren couldn’t get
hi s hands on the

Farseaker famly fortune; to make sure that Kira woul d have that safety net

al ways. She coul d

only marvel at her father’s foresight, and be grateful for it.

She lifted the pocket-comm from her vest pocket and flicked a switch.
“Gregor, Op. 3,

level 5.7 A quiet, powerful song began to play, the opening full of percussion
and the deep

acconpani ment of an oboe.

She toyed with the idea of requesting food, then changed her nind. The others
had better
things to do than cater to her. She had better things to do al so, but she
couldn’t face anyone j ust
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yet. Her body was still tingling and restless. She could nake a new journa
entry; she hadn't had

much tinme for her journal over the last few nonths. But what woul d she say?
That she was

confused and exhausted? She doubted the journal would help her sol ve her

probl ems. She was
tenpted to go up to the mansion, to hide in her father’s study. But that
woul dn’t sol ve any of her

probl ens, either.

The nost pressing problemwas the clearance code to get off-planet. Pat said
t hat

Ennoren had updated the approval and verification procedures. D d Ennoren know
t hey woul d
try to get off-planet? Did he know time was running out for both of then? Her
tenpl es t hrobbed
to the beat of the horn solo that built the tenpo of the music. Never enough
ti me, she thought
wi stfully. Not enough tine with ny parents. Not enough tine for the Shifters.
Not enough tinme
for friends.

And not enough tine for |overs.

But there would be tinme, she told herself firmy, after they escaped
Ennoren’ s wat chf ul

eye. After they reached Ki erna Rhoan, she’d have all the tinme in the universe
for friends and
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fam ly and | overs. Except the nman she wanted - nore than any other man -

woul dn’t be com ng

with them

She pushed the thought aside, forced her mnd away from David and his intense
passi on,

away fromthe nel ancholy menories of her parents, and away from her broodi ngs
over what

Ennoren knew and what he didn’t. Wth a curt word, she ordered the nusic off
and stood. She

strai ghtened her vest, went to the pull-down sink and splashed cold water on
her face, dried it

and ran her fingers through her hair.

She | ooked for a nonment in the mirror above the sink, barely recognizing the
woman t hat

| ooked back at her. Hard anber eyes with faint circles beneath them nmouth
tense and frowning.

Not hi ng |i ke the young girl Ennoren had seduced into marriage, the girl whose
i nnocence he had

shattered. She | ooked hard now, unrelenting, determ ned, and much too
wor | dwi se. “But then,
we can’'t stay innocent forever,” she told her reflection. “Innocents don’'t
know t hat there are bad

t hi ngs that have to be stopped.”

And, she thought as she flicked on her pocket-comm and requested Pat, she had
sever al

bad things to stop

Davi d wandered the fan roons, working his way at a steady rate through the
pack of

cigarettes he’'d been given. It wasn't until he was on his |ast one that he
noti ced what he was

doing. He stared at the unlit stick for a long time, brooding silently over
this unfortunate

circunmstance. He was about to light it anyway, when a shape stepped through a
near by air seal

This was the first person he’d seen in the |last hour. He scow ed, hoping
whoever it was
woul d find thensel ves soneplace el se to be. He wasn't that |ucky. The nman
wal ked toward him
wi t hout hesitancy. He was a thin man, of average height and build, with

gol d- bl ond hair and dark

bl ue eyes. H's face was soft, alnost fem nine but for the squaring of jaw and
the faint stubble on

hi s chin.

“I think we should talk, David Cario,” the man said in a strange, whispery
voi ce that left

David feeling mldly unconfortable.

“Do | know you?”

The man smiled. “You can call ne Xep, if you like. And no, we haven't been
formally

i ntroduced.”

“Listen, Xep,” David said, lighting his cigarette, “I’"'mnot really in the
nood for an
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i nterrogation right now, okay?”
Xep glanced at the glowing tip of the cigarette, at the snoke curling up from
its end. H's

soft features furrowed in a frown. “I’mnot fond of cigarette snoke,” he said
when he noticed
Davi d’ s questioning stare. “But no matter. | need to speak with you, so |l

deal with it. Shall we

have a seat?” He nodded to a side roomand a row of couches.

David inclined his head but let the man lead the way into the room When Xep
sat, David

continued to stand, |egs braced apart, arns crossed over his chest, defiantly
puf fing at the

cigarette.

Xep shrugged and said, “lI would like to discuss Kira with you.”

“Why?” David shot out before he could stop hinself.

The slight raising of Xep's gold eyebrows made David snarl inwardly at his
own | oss of

control where that woman was concer ned

“Kira would li ke nothing better than to trust you,
straight in the

deep couch. “She sees something in you that seens to surpass your position
with Ennoren’s

Xep said, sitting too

Quard.”

“Does she? Did she tell you that?”

Xep smiled. “She doesn’t have to. I’mnot even sure she knows it consciously.
" ve

known Kira for many years now. She’s a remarkabl e woman. Strong and vul nerabl e
and cari ng.

She’s done a lot for the Shifters - nore than she shoul d have.”

“You sound like you don’t like Shifters.”

The man’s smile widened. “I can't help but like them” he said. “But that's
not what I'm

here to discuss. |I'’mhere because of Kira. And you.”

“What about ne? You don’t know ne.”

“I know nmore of you than you might think. |I know of your passion for Kira.
al so know

that you're lying to her. And | know that you're lying to Comrander Ennoren.”
Davi d dropped his arms to his side, stunned. The cigarette in his nouth hung
peril ously
fromhis lips, but he barely noticed. “Wat are you tal king about ?”

“l knew your sister, David Cario.”

The bl ow was nore than David could take standing up. He | anded heavily on one
of the

couches and stared at Xep. His cigarette fell to the nmetal floor and renai ned
there, unnoticed.

“Who are you?” David breathed. “How did you know her?”

“Tina Cario was one of those renmarkabl e humans whom |’ ve had the privilege to
meet in

my lifetime. She was passionate also, |ike you. Like Kira. She was a good
person.”

“Who are you?” David repeated.

And as he watched, the man before himnelted and fol ded and changed until a
gol den,

bright-eyed Shifter sat in his place. In the next instant, the man was back, a
slight smle on his

mout h. “You are not telepathic |like your sister was,
i gnoring David' s w de-

eyed stare, “so this formis necessary for conmunication.”

“Tel epat hi ¢c?” David whi spered vaguely. The conversation he’d been having and
t he

Xep told himeasily,



change he just witnessed refuted everything the governnment said about
Shifters. It also seened to

confirma lot of what his sister had told himsix years ago

“I'n our natural state, that is the only way we can conmuni cate with humans.
Even then, it
was sone tine before we could master your word-based | anguage. The concept was
not

altogether unfamiliar to us,” Xep assured himwi th an earnest gaze. “It’s just
been many, nany

generations since we found it necessary to conmuni cate using words as
representations of

conpl ex thought and enotion.”
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“You' re not supposed to be able to communicate,” David told the man-thing
bef ore him

“Mmc, yes; think and speak on your own, no.
Xep smled sadly. “lI thought that, between Kira and Tina, you would no | onger
bel i eve
that falsified study.” He sighed. “Wll, perhaps we can change your nind yet.
Tina once told ne
that you were too stubborn for your own good.” The creature settled back into
t he couch, deep

bl ue eyes steady on David' s face. “You have questions for ne, | see.”

“Was she one of thenP” David burst out before he could talk hinmself out of
asking. “Was
Ti na one of the ones responsible for the bonbi ng?”

Xep tilted his head, his blue eyes blinked. “Can't you guess the answer? She
was your
sister, a good wonan. Don’t you know her well enough to answer that question
your sel f?”

“She was convicted.” David' s gaze turned inward, his head reeling with
nenories and

guilt. “They said there was evidence, but...But she was executed before

could get to her, before

| could tell her...” Hs voice dropped off, choking on the years-old pain.
“Ennoren executed her,” Xep urged in his quiet voice.

“Yes.” David snarled. “He told me that the evidence was irrefutable.”

“But you didn't believe him Still don't?”

“I'...1 didn't at first.” David pulled his thoughts back together, tried to
regain his

conposure and control. But he couldn’t look into Xep's eyes when he said, “I
bel i eve now.”

“No, you don't, David. Not entirely. But that is the lie you hope he
believes. Is that why

he all owed you into his conpany? Because he thought you d accepted your
sister’s supposed

crimes? O is it so that he can keep you under his watchful eye?”

Davi d stood and paced the room “You're a mind reader, Xep?” he asked
angrily. He'd
spent years devel opi ng and mai ntaining the facade of belief in the story
Ennoren had fed him

Years earning his way into the nan's trust enough to be transferred to his
elite conmand. And in
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nmonents, this man, this Shifter had toppled his control, broken his facade and
uncovered his lies.

“l can,” the Shifter said, “but | don't. But your non-word thoughts - they're
very hard for
you to control and too easy for us to read, especially when you re upset. You
gi ve yoursel ves

away very easily to us sonetinmes. It surprises ne how often humans can foo
each other with

their word lies.” Xep shrugged. “It’s of no consequence. | won’t be giving you
away to
Commander Ennoren, now, will 1?”

The teasing snmile that Xep gave him nmade David stop in his pacing to stare at
the Shifter.
The dammed thing was right. David had been worried that he was uncovered, that
Ennoren woul d

know of his deceit now But fromwho? A Shifter who would bring about his own
deat h sentence

i f he approached the Commander ?

The realization stole his nervous energy and he coll apsed onto a couch again,
st udyi ng
the Shifter with a new appreciation. They weren’'t supposed to be | ogical

ei ther, he thought

ruefully. So nmuch for scientific research. “Ckay,” he said with a deep breath.
“So you won’'t give

me away to the Commander. \Wat do you want from ne? Wiy are you telling ne al
of this?”

Xep frowned and gl anced at the black rug in the center of the room “Therein
lies the

problem David. Wat | want fromyou is a guarantee that you re not going to
hurt Kira. But |
won’'t ask that of you. Not yet. |I also want to know that you' re the man I

t hi nk you are. But how
woul d you prove it?”

Xep | ooked into his eyes again, and David felt as if he were being pulled
into a whirl of

colors, though the man’s eyes seermed to remain blue. “Wat | want fromyou,
David Cario,”

Xep said very softly, “is for you to understand why Kira does what she does,
why it is vital that

Ennoren not be allowed to stop us. It is not nmy place to tell you everything,
but perhaps...”
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After a nmoment’s quiet thought while David continued to be sucked into the

Shifter’'s
gaze, Xep said, “May | tell you a story, David?”
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CHAPTER 9

It was nearly nidnight before Kira returned to her small bedroom Her evening
had been
busy arrangi ng supplies for Tygran’s ship, collecting the funds to pay the
smuggl er, and

overseei ng the breakdown of the conplex. There was still a day’s worth of work
to do, but
everyone was exhausted. And Pat was still two days away fromgetting a working
cl earance

code. At the earliest.

She stripped off her clothing and sank onto her bed with a groan of
exhaustion, but her

m nd was working too fast to sleep. She was too wound up to shut off. They'd
seen not hing nore

of Ennoren that day, but his threat to return | oomed heavily over the conpl ex.
It was very likely

t hat her honme was being watched, but that didn’t affect the novenents of the
peopl e beneat h.

There was no nore on the newscasts about the missing Guard, one way or the

ot her. Apparently,

Ennoren had managed to quash that story’s nmonent um

But the problemrenmained: what to do about Davi d? Thoughts of his dark eyes,
firm

nmout h, and rough touch made her stomach squirm and her legs jerk restlessly
agai nst the

mattress. She felt her body readying for himw thout her perm ssion. She'd
sent Janes to find

hi m and show himto a nore confortable room sonetime that evening - she’ d | ost
track of the

time. Now she couldn’t hel p wondering where he was in the conplex. The

conpul sion to seek

hi m out was al nbst over poweri ng.

“Grr.” She pushed herself out of bed. She wasn’t going to get any sleep this
way. And
she doubted very nuch if a cold shower would hel p. Instead, she decided to do
somet hi ng she

hadn’t done in a very long tine.

She pulled on a long, black robe - the very robe Xep had initated earlier
that day - and,

out of habit, tucked her pocket-conminto the robe’'s deep side pocket. Then
she left the room
wal ki ng on bare feet down the corridor toward the lifts.

Her father’s study had been her sanctuary since she was a little girl. She'd
gone there

after her nother’s death, just before her father’s new narriage, on the first
nor ni ng before
starting at a new school, after her disastrous first date. A ways this room
had been Iike a warm

hug, a soft voice, a conforting hand running down her hair.

She’ d avoi ded the roomfor a long tine now Menories clung to the oak-panel ed
wal | s

and deep blue carpets. Her father’s desk still held his old fashi oned pen and
ink set, and a blotter

made of Earth cedar. But it wasn't the menories of her father that had kept
her fromhis study. It
was the nenory of running here, hiding here after the executions.

The trials had been a farce. The people, sone of themlittle nore than
children, convicted

of bombing the detector plant had all proclained their innocence. Another



group of mlitants, the

ol den Order, took credit for the bonbing later, though no proof had emnerged
to support their

clains. But by that time, it was already too late to save the sacrificed.
And it had been her husband who had call ously, easily nurdered those people
in a public

spectacl e designed to horrify the masses and strengthen the Guard’ s hol d.
Those faces had

followed her into this roomfive years ago. And it was here that she’d made up
her mind to

di vorce Ennoren, and to use her money toward sonething good - to help a new
friend she’ d neet

a few nonths earlier.
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The study was still a safe place for her, but the faces of those nurdered,
and the faces of
those lost since, canme to her here sonetinmes. Not always. But often enough
that she made fewer
visits. Wien she pushed open the thick wooden doors that night, however, the
fam liar and
confortable roomwas free of specters. The faint scent of her father’s col ogne
and wood snoke
filled her nostrils and warned her heart.

She went to the conputer board hidden behind an old tapestry depicting

anot her event in
the Iife of Nathanial Farseaker. She keyed in the replay, set it for

hol ogr aphi ¢ em ssion, and sat

down in her father's large |leather chair to watch his image |light the center
of the room recording
the events of his days. She smiled when her stepnother interrupted the |og
entry by sidling into
the picture and pinching himon the rear. The entry stopped there and started
agai n several hours

| ater.

Caught up in the confortable cadence of her father’'s voice, she didn't hear
t he door open.

“Kira?” The soft voice was fanmiliar, but different.

“Xep?” She turned to see the Shifter in human form- nmale human this tinme,
t hough she

noted with a grin that it had added facial hair to make the nal e shape nore
“mascul i ne.”

“Are you all right, Kira?” the nman with Xep's voi ce asked, coning a few steps
into the

room and studying her with deep blue eyes. The roomwas nostly dark, lit only
by the light of

t he hol ographic picture playing out in the center of the room

“I"'mfine, Xep. Just too tired to sleep.” She smled wanly. “Wat are you
doi ng up here?

And in human forn®”

Xep stepped back to the door and notioned soneone fromthe corridor into the
room *“I

t hought you two should talk,” the Shifter said, wal king out of the room before
Kira coul d protest
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the intrusion.

David stood in his black pants and turtl eneck just inside the doorway,
staring at her with

hooded eyes, keeping his thoughts private. She rose, clenching the top of her
robe together. His

gaze flicked to the hologram and Kira ordered it off with a sharp word.
“Lights,” she said, nore

quietly this tine, “dim” She blinked as a low, yellow glow |ike candl el i ght
rose in the room

“That’s the robe you had on earlier,” David murnured, his gaze sliding down
her body

and back to her face. “Do you keep it up here?”

“That was Xep earlier,” she said, keeping a hand on the upper |apels of the
robe. “I didn't

have tinme to go down and get ny real robe, and I'd told Ennoren | was in the
bat h.”

He frowned then, walking farther into the room “You let the Shifter cover
you? Wt hout

anyt hi ng el se on?”

The strange suspicion on his face made her relax a bit. A slight snile

repl aced her scow .
“Did you know,” she asked in a conversational tone, “that Shifters are totally
asexual ? The
species isn't divided into male and fenal e.
couch near the rooms
single curtai ned wi ndow. She hesitated between sitting in her father’s chair
again or on the couch
with David, then gave in to the tenptation to be cl oser to David.

“When they shift into human form of course,” she continued, dropping onto
t he opposite
end of the small couch, “they have to take either nmale or female forns, but
they are as likely to
shift to nale as female. Some prefer mal e hunman shape or fermal e human shape,
but it doesn't

have anything to do with their own sexuality.”

“You know a | ot about the Shifters,” he said in his husky voice, a wy snile
repl acing the
suspi cion of noments ago. “A lot nore than the scientists seemto.”

“The scientists,” she sneered at the word, “never bothered to ask the
Shifters. Besides,
they were paid to report certain things, whether those things were true or
not.”

She offered David a seat on a
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He nodded and | ooked down at his hands where they rested on his thighs.
Agai nst her
will, Kira followed his gaze. Then she wi shed she hadn't. The urge to run her
hands up those

nmuscl ed thighs stole her breath. Her heart pounded, speeding with the desire
to touch him She
jerked her gaze back to his face, but not in tinme to avoid being discovered.
Davi d was wat chi ng

her face in a way that made her stomach junp and her cheeks warm “Wy did Xep
t hi nk we
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shoul d tal k?” she asked, feigning a casual, authoritative deneanor. Her act
didn’t fool either of
t hem

“He seened to think that there were some things in nmy past that | should tel
you about .
And sone things that you would want to tell ne.
Kira coul d al nost
feel his touch as he studied her face, brazenly let his gaze wandered down the
front of her body
to the white patch of her |egs exposed by the parted hem of the robe.

“What things?” Her breathing was unsteady, making her voice sound whispery
and

rough. She cleared her throat and asked again in what she hoped was a firnmer
voi ce. “What
things in your past?”

Davi d’s gaze never left her face. “My sister, Tina. She was one of the people
convi cted of

bonbi ng the detector plant five years ago. One of the people your ex-husband,
and ny boss,

execut ed.”

Kira felt |like she’'d been kicked in the stomach. Her breath rushed out in a
pai nful gasp
And all at once, her sanctuary was haunted again. She cl osed her eyes tight
agai nst the inmages,

only vaguely aware that a tear slipped past one eyelid and down her cheek. She
junped, startled

i nto openi ng her eyes, when she felt a hand on her cheek. She | ooked into the
depths of David' s

bl ack eyes and her guilt at keeping himprisoner was irrationally doubled. “Ch
God, David, I'm
sorry,” she whispered. “I’mso sorry.”

He ran the pad of his thunmb over her cheekbone and shook his head. “No. |
didn't tel
you that to make you feel bad, Kira. You weren't responsible. Ennoren was. My
sister. And ne.

But not you.”

“They didn't do it,” Kira rushed out, gripping the hand on her cheek, “none
of them
They’ d been working for a group...a group like this one, trying to hide and
save the Shifters from

extinction. They weren't radicals. The group didn't believe in viol ence -
especially killing

others.” The bonb had been set to go off at night when nost people were out of
t he buil di ng.
The tinmer misfired and the bonb had gone off in the niddle of a work day,
killing hundreds.

He didn’t nove cl oser, but

“l know,” David said, soothing and gentle. “I’ve known for a long tine now
that she
wasn't guilty. But...There were always doubts, Kira. |’'ve never had any proof

that she didn't.

Only gut instinct and a few secondhand testinonies.”

He moved back agai nst the couch arm took a deep breath and stared up at the
ceiling. “I
was wor ki ng undercover in the Docks when the bombi ng happened.”

“Under cover ?”

He gl anced down at her, a mldly anused grin curving his mouth. “You honestly
t hi nk
the Guards would |l et the Docks go totally unchecked?”

“No,” Kira shrugged, realizing how obvious that should have been, “l suppose
not. But



your records never..
t oo much.

Davi d breathed out what was al most a chuckle. “Checked ny records?”

She nodded, lifting her chin despite the heat rising in her cheeks.

“The records of all undercover operatives are...altered as a matter of
procedure. Just in

case.” Hs faint snmle was wy. “I believe mne had me working vice before
j oi ned Ennoren’s
squad.” He paused, |ooking down at the space of couch between them

She stopped short, realizing too late that she'd said
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“It’s not an easy job,” he nurnured, “undercover in the Docks. There’'s a | ot
of ...information. Alot of tenptations. They hand pick the people that are
sent in. | come froma

long Iine of Narava Guards, and before that, soldiers and police on Earth. And
| had a record for

being incorruptible.” He snorted at that |abel. The self-nocking in that
gesture made her flinch

“You learn things in the Docks though, Kira. | knew what ny sister was
i nvol ved in,
but...But she was ny sister. | couldn’t turn her in. And I wasn't worKking

under Ennoren’s

conmand at the tine. It was his job, his squad, that handl ed the Shifters and
Shifter support
terrorist groups.”

“I't is your job now,” Kira said in a quiet, cautious voice. “You work for him
now.’

He | ooked at her with hard, unreadable eyes. “l’ve reasons for that, too.”

Kira tried to absorbed what he was telling her, but sonething seemed wong,
unsai d. And

it was the still-unsaid that |eft her wary. He | ooked away from her, stared at
the tapestry on the
wal | opposite the couch, and continued his story, ignoring her specul ative
stare.

“My parents | earned about Tina, also. They had both been Guards. But, |ike
nme, they

couldn’t turn her over to Ennoren. They stop talking to her, though - di sowned
her in a way |
couldn’t have. But then, | was never around. For as often as | actually tal ked
to Tina, | might as
wel | have been a stranger. When we did talk, we fought - nobstly about the
Shifters.

“Wrd reached nme in the Docks that the detector plant had been bonbed. The
news was

barely spread before we heard about the convictions.” He stopped, swall owed
audi bly. “By the
tinme | reached Capital, the executions had been carried out. So quick,” he
breat hed. “Ennoren
showed ne the proof.”

“And you believed hinP” Kira found hersel f whispering.

Davi d | ooked back into her eyes, silent for what seenmed a long tinme. Then,
very quietly,

he said, “Yes. And no.” He stood and wal ked to the tapestry, studying the

i mage of Nat hani a
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Farseaker, keeping his back to her. “My parents, they ve never been the sane.
They won’'t talk

about her, say her name. They try to pretend she never existed. But the | oss

i s obvious. She was

only twenty-two.”

Kira stood and wal ked as far as the desk. She didn’'t know whether to confort
or not,
whet her he would reject her efforts or appreciate them This man, a man who
wor ked for her ex-

husband, whom she had every reason to distrust, was telling her that he had as
much reason to

hate Ennoren as she did. Maybe nore. But he’d been under Ennoren’s conmand for
three years

now. And the one thing she could say about her ex-husband was that he was very
careful about
the people he allowed to work in his squad.

Wth his back still to her, David said, “Xep tells me that the executions
wer e what caused
you to divorce him”

“They were the final brick in the wall that had grown between Eain and ne.”
She | eaned

her hip against the desk, toyed with her father’s pen. “But there were ot her
t hi ngs before that,

ot her reasons why | wouldn’t have been able to stay with himlong.”

“When did you neet Xep?”

“A few nonths before the...before |I filed for divorce. VWhy?”

“He knew Tina. He said that you have the sanme kind of passion she did.”

Kira set the pen down, frowning. “I didn't when I first net Xep. | was, in a
| ot of ways,
the perfect wife to Ennoren. Quiet, pliable, easily manipul ated, easily cowed.
Sone of that was

an act in the end. But after my parents were killed, I was so shattered,

clung to Ennoren.”

“Xep told nme about your parents’ death. That they were killed during a riot
at a protest

agai nst the exterm nations.”
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“I thought 1'd l|ost just about everything when that happened. Except ny
husband. He was
still there, in a way. Eain becanme ny world. And then Xep changed nmy world
forever.”

David turned then, |ooked her in the eyes when he asked, “Are you in |ove
with Xep?”

The question made her chuckle. “I love Xep as if | were part of the line -
one of Xep's
relations. But that's all. Like | said, the Shifters are asexual. Xep

under st ands human attraction
and sexual relationships, but only in an acadenic sense.”

He nodded and | ooked at his feet. “He said the sane thing.” He glanced up and
munbl ed,
“Sorry. It's just hard for nme to i nagi ne why you do all this.”

“You nmean, why Tina did all this?”

“Yes. | still don’t fully understand, Kira. And that’'s a problemfor ne.
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don’t understand
why she had to do what she did - to the point that it cost her her life. Wat
good is she to the

Shifters now?”

“All we can do is follow what we believe is best, David. W take the risks.
It’s our right.”

She stood away fromthe desk. “Wy are you telling me all of this? What do you
think I can do
for you?”

“lI don’t know that you can do anything for nme. Wen | found out you were
Ennoren’s

ex-wi fe, | was hoping you d have the proof | needed to clear ny sister’s
name. ”

“l don’t.”

He nodded. “l know that now. You wouldn’t still be hiding fromthe law if you
had pr oof

agai nst Ennoren.”

“Then?”

He cl osed the space between themin three slow steps, giving her tine to
retreat. Time
she didn't take advantage of. G rcling one arm around her waist, he pulled her
agai nst his chest

and, for a mnute, sinply held her there. “I want your trust,” he nurnured. “I
want you to
believe that | won’t turn you over to him That 1'lIl keep your secret even if

you let me | eave

That | have as nmuch to | ose as you do.”

“I...1 don’t trust that easily, David,” she breathed. Her entire being was
aware of him the

hard nuscles of his body pressed against her, the feel of his hand at the
smal | of her back, the

spicy scent of soap he’d used that evening, even the faint hint of cigarette
snoke that clung to his

cl ot hes.

“Neither do I, Kira.”

“I's that the only reason you're here, David? Is that what you want nme to
bel i eve? That
you followed ne to the Docks because you wanted ny help with the circunstances
surroundi ng
your sister’s death?”

“That is partly the reason | tracked you. But not the only reason. | couldn't
st op thinki ng
about you after we nmet. |1’ve needed to do this since that first afternoon.” He

| owered his nouth

to hers, paused, giving her the chance to stop him Wen she didn't, he kissed
her. His lips

wor ked sl owl y against hers at first, then he teased her lips apart with his
tongue and plunged into

her. H s kiss was hard, deep and denandi ng.

And Kira returned that kiss with a heat she didn’t recognize in herself.

Over poweri ng

need washed over her, through her. The need to be close to David, the need to
feel his touch, to

confort and give. And take. The need to | ose control - just this once, just
for this instant. She

wr apped her arns around his neck and twi sted her hands into his thick hair. He
pul I ed her cl oser,

tightening his grip alnost painfully on her waist, and she reveled in that
show of strength and

possessi on.



They clung to each other, their kisses hard and dangerous, their hands
urgently exploring
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lines and curves still hidden beneath their cloths. Beneath the onsl aught,
Kira began to trenble.
“Kira,” David gasped her nane, and she heard an echo of her own desperation in
hi s rough and

breat hl ess voice. “Don't pull back now, Kira,” he said gruffly against her
neck. “Gve us
tonight.” He dropped hot, npist kisses along her neck, in the hollow of her
throat, at the base of

her jaw, just beneath her ear. Kira noaned, hel pless and too desperate to pul
away now. She

needed himtoni ght, needed to feel this passion

But not in her father’'s study. “David,” she pushed agai nst his shoul ders. He
tightened his
grip and covered her nmouth brutally, refusing to I et her talk. She turned her
head and nmanaged to
speak, though her voice was shaky. “David, not in here. |'ve a better place.”

Her words, and the fact that they were not a refusal, brought his gaze to
hers. Hi s al ready-
dark eyes were black in the dimlighting, glittering with a desire that
staggered her. Wth effort,
she | oosened his grip, took one hand and led the way fromthe study.

She foll owed the well-renmenbered corridor, turned down a second hall, and
st epped

down the four steps that led to her own suite of roons in the house. She had a
smal |l library and

conputer center in one room A roomfull of nenories - pictures, school work
and degrees, toys
from chil dhood, all the things her father couldn’t bring hinmself to discard.
Anot her room was set
aside for painting and nusic - neither of which she’d much talent for, but her
passi on for both
tended to transcend her lack of skill. Near the rear of her suite was a
dressi ng and cl eani ng room
where her extensive wardrobe renmai ned hernetically sealed to protect the
fabric of clothing she

no | onger had use for

And set in a corner of the house so that the three walls of w ndows gave a
panor am ¢
view of the estate and the nearby sea, was the bedroom Kira had abandoned nany
years ago.
After she’d married Eain, she'd noved to his hone, but this had been her bed
when she returned
for visits. She hadn't spent the night here since the conplex had been

conpl eted, but the roons
were kept clean and neat by the cleaning droids.

Sliding panels closed over the wall wi ndows and skylight. A sinple word
comand

opened both, revealing the deep, crystalline beauty of the late night. Both
Narava’ s moons hung

in the sky - Rupach just at the horizon, huge and yellow, and Lonrach
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over head, shining pearly

light into the heart of the room At one corner of the room a rock- and

pl ant - covered waterfall
tinkled quietly. Fromthe small pond at the fall’s base, a thin stream
nmeandered of f through the

room bef ore di sappearing beneath the stone floor. Thick rugs covered paths
t hrough the room In
the Iight, these rugs | ooked |ike blue-green grass, thick and soft. Her bed
frame was carved of the
same rock as her small waterfall, decorated with nythical imges hidden within
real vines of ivy

and fragrant flowers.

She led David close to the bed before turning to see his face. He seened
conpletely

unaware of the wealth surrounding him the noney it took to maintain, to build
a room such as
this on Narava. Hi s dark eyes were focused entirely on her face, and the sheer
heat of that | ook

stole Kira' s breath.

“CGod, you're beautiful, Kira,” he nurnmured. One trenbling hand touched her
cheek.

“You glow in this light.” He cupped her cheek gently, and wi thout breaking eye
contact, tugged

open the sash on her robe with his free hand. The silk parted, washi ng her
skin in nmoonlight and

the hum d warnmth of the room She shrugged her shoulders, letting the robe
fall in a heap to the

floor. H's gaze swept down her |l ean frame, then | ocked back on her face.

The hand he’d used to untie her sash had dropped back to his side. Kira
lifted his hand

and pressed his pal magainst the center of her chest, letting himfeel her
hamreri ng heart beat .

She turned her face, kissing the palmof the hand still on her cheek, and slid
hi s other hand over
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her heated skin to cover her breast. She | ooked back into his eyes, read the
hunger, and pulled his
face to hers until their lips were a whisper apart. “Make this last, David,”
she rmurnured.
“Pl ease.”

He answered with a kiss that was so deeply passionate and so unbearably
tender that it
shook her to the center of her soul. “I’'Il give you anything you want tonight,
Kira. Everything
you need.” He wapped his arns around her, envel oping her in his heat and his
scent. The
tantalizing nmix of spicy soap and tobacco that clung to his clothes and skin
filled her, teased her

beyond t hought.

She needed to be closer, to feel all of him to taste the salt on his skin.
She pulled his shirt
fromhis pants, tugged it over his head when he noved back enough to allowits
renoval . Her
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lips noved slowmy over the tensed nuscles of his chest and shoul ders, her
tongue teasi ng and
tasting his flesh. Hi s deep-throated groan made her stomach tighten with
fem ni ne satisfaction.

He dug his hands into her hair, dropping his head back as her |ips closed over
hi s nipple.

But he didn't allow her to explore for long. Gently but insistently, he
pul  ed her |ips back
to his. “This won’t last long if you do rmuch nore of that,’
har shly agai nst her
mout h. She couldn’t prevent the snmug smile that curved her |ips and narrowed
her eyes. He
obliterated the smugness with his next devouring kiss. Before Kira realized
hi s hands had noved,
he wrapped his arnms | ow around her waist and lifted her off her feet, backing
her to the bed.

“Li e back,” he urged as he set her on the edge of the bed. She obeyed w t hout
a word. He

renoved the rest of his clothing and crawl ed up next to her. Kira s nmouth
parted at the sight of

him In the silvery glow of nmoonlight, he | ooked far nore chiseled and | ean
than she’ d thought.
Al muscle and sinew and lightly tanned flesh. Each novenent radi ated strength
t empered by
control. She decided in one giddy instant of irrational thought that Xep could
learn a | ot about
“masculinity” from David. And then David was kissing her, and thought gave way
to hunger and
sensati on.

He was true to his word, giving her everything she wanted, all she could take
and nore,

until Kira felt as if she would split in half. Wth hands and mouth he pushed
her, toppled her over
the edge of climax twi ce. And then he took her farther

She shuddered with reaction, certain she could take no nore, when he entered
her at |ast.

Her body convul sed around him and she groaned at the exquisite feel of him

i nside her. He
tensed, remmined still for a |long nmonent, his breath ragged agai nst her
throat. Wen she rel axed
alittle, he began to nove.

For the first time in many years, time ceased to have meaning for Kira. She
was lost in
t he m nd- bl owi ng, body-rendi ng pl easure that David gave her. She couldn’t form
words, only
whi npers, groans and cries of agonized ecstasy am d the torrent of sensations
assaul ting her
flesh. When his rhythmc thrusts grew harder and faster, when his groans
turned wild, when his

body began to shudder and convul se inside her and around her, Kira cried out
in her final

expl osi ve rel ease.

Her mind was slow to return to her surroundings. For |ong m nutes, she swam
in a silent
world of bliss and exhaustion. Then the sound of the small waterfal

reasserted itself. Wth it

cane the sound of David' s ragged breathing, the feel of himheavy and warm on
top of her, the

hanmreri ng of his heartbeat against her breast, the smell of flowers, nusk,
sweat and sex, and the

he nur nur ed



subtl e gl ow of moonlight. She took in all of this a piece at a tine, unwilling
and unabl e to nove,

concentrating on slow ng her breathing.

When she could Iift her heavy arnms again, she wapped them around David's
neck and

pressed her cheek against his. He lifted his weight fromher, gazing into her
glistening eyes with
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a | ook of wonder. Then he noved off her, and she shivered at the sudden | oss
of warnth. He

ki cked at the nowtousled blankets until he could cover both of them She
rolled to her side to
see himlevered up on one el bow, staring down at her

She rai sed her eyebrows in question, not sure if her voice worked yet. He
answered the

unspoken question with a slight smle. “I could use a cigarette now. "

Kira chuckled. “Sorry. | don’t snoke.”

“I know,” he murmured, and gathered her into his arns.

Kira all owed herself to indulge in the feelings of contentnent and security
hi s enbrace
gave her. For as long as she could, she refused to think of consequences, or
time, or the contro
she’d given over to David so eagerly. But the real world wouldn't |et her
forget it for |ong.

She shifted in his arms, lifting her face to catch and hold his dark gaze.
“Thi s doesn’'t
change anything, David,” she murnmured. H s eyes hardened at those words, his
j aw cl enched.

Before he could tal k, she rushed on. “Please understand. | would |ike nothing
better than to give
you the trust you ask for. But | can't. | can't allow nyself to trust you

si mply because you’ ve

asked me to. Too many lives are in ny hands. This isn't just about us.”

He sucked in a deep breath and | ooked away from her, past her shoulder to the
gl ass wal |

beyond. H s |ips pursed, naking the silvery scar on his jaw junp. He pulled
one arm away from

her, resting it on his waist, and the arm beneath her neck rel axed agai nst the
bed. Kira squeezed

her eyes shut, knowi ng she’d shattered the precious nmonment. She regretted it,
but it was

necessary. He deserved her honesty in this one thing, at |east.

Wth her eyes averted, she rolled away fromhim curling in on herself. She
kept her eyes
firmy closed and waited for the inevitable rise of the mattress when he stood
to | eave. I|nstead,

hi s arm dropped around her wai st and pulled her roughly back against his
chest. “Do you think

I"d make it that easy for you, Kira?” he grated into her ear. “Do you think
I"d allow you to shut

me out like this, as if what just happened neant nothi ng?”

He forced her over onto her back, grabbed her chin to keep her fromturning
her face
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fromhis burning black eyes. “Look at ne, Kira,” he ordered. “I have no
intention of letting you

off that easily. In fact, 1'"mgoing to nake getting me out of your life the
hardest thing you’ ve
ever tried to do. I'll have your trust, Kira. And |I've got all the time in the

universe to earn it.”

He ki ssed her hard before she could protest. Kira didn't try to argue,
couldn’t bring

herself to tell himhow little tine was left for them She took his face in
her hands and gave in to
t he demands of his kiss, grateful that he wouldn't see the few tears that
slipped from her closed
eyes, over her tenples and into her hair.
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CHAPTER 10

Kira sat up in bed when the annoying noise in her dreamturned itself into
t he sound of

her pocket-comm She lurched to the side of the bed and scranbl ed through her
robe, extracting
the coomwith a hissed curse. “Kira here,” she huffed into the comm blinking
her eyes agai nst
the bright glare of sunlight.

“Kira! Dam it, where the hell have you been? |’ve been trying to reach you
for the | ast
five mnutes!”

“Cool off, Jo,” Kira grunbled, then realized that the sunlight flooding her
roomwas too

bright to be norning light. “What tinme is it anyway?”

“Al nost midday,” Jo said, her tone barely veering away fromrecrimnation
“What?!” Kira rolled out of bed and stood. “Wiy didn’t anyone wake ne?”

“Xep thought you could use the sleep,” Jo answered in a nore contrite rmurnmur.

“Sorry,
but | figured Xep knew the score on this one.”
“Yeah. 1'lIl have to renmenber to thank Xep.” She wasn’t sure whether she neant
t hat
sarcastically or not.
“Kira, | didn't call you just to get your ass out of bed. W need you in

Command a- sap.
Sonet hi ng’ s happened. ”
“What...?"
“Just get here.
“There in ten. Kira out.
it on. Wen

she | ooked back at the bed, David was awake and wat chi ng her

Jo dropped her voice. “It’'s bad.”
" She flicked her robe up fromthe floor and shrugged

“Serious news, | take it?" H s deep, quiet voice made her shiver, nenories of
t he ni ght

before prodding her with every nove of her pleasantly sore nuscles.

“Yes.” She wiped all enotion fromher voice, if not her mind, and said, “I'm
needed in

Conmmand. "

“I"l'l get dressed.” He clinbed out of bed. The sight of his firmbody in the
m dday sun
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i nfl aned her desire. Her nouth dried and her pul se pounded | oud in her ears.
“I"1'l be right back,” she nmunbl ed and escaped to her dressing room before her
body

could work itself to full arousal

A short command broke the hernmetic seal over the wardrobe, allowing Kira to
funbl e
t hrough clothing she’d had no use for in years. Wen she’'d first sealed this
cl oset, fashion had

di ctated garish, big and dramatic costunes. But feathers, sequins and netallic
fabrics weren't

exactly good for inspiring faith in her |eadership abilities. Digging deep
into the den of clothes,
she found a nulti-purpose forest-green body suit.

“Perfect in a pinch,” she nunbl ed, unearthing a black utility belt and a
confortable pair

of bl ack boots. The underwear she'd | eft behind consisted of |ace and silk
fabrics that were

general ly as unconfortable as they were pretty. But she managed to cone up
with a reasonably

practical pair of silk briefs and a silk bra. Dressing took her less time than
rummagi ng around

had t aken.

She wal ked back into her bedroomfastening the utility belt. She | ooked up
fromthe latch

to see David staring at her, his gaze taking in the skin-hugging junpsuit. Her
pul se raced. Damn,
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but he was making it hard for her to concentrate on anything but getting him
back into bed.

“Ready?” she asked gruffly, turning her back on him

She left the roomwi thout waiting for his response, but knew he followed. All
the way to
the nearest lift, she was unconfortably aware of his gaze on her body and the
back of her head.

Sel f-consci ously, she ran her fingers through her hair, working out the Kkinks
as the lift doors

opened for them

They rode down in heavy silence. Kira spent the ride trying to ignore the
naggi ng warnt h

of his body, so near hers, and his tantalizing scent. She kept her face
focused on the lift doors,

afraid that if she looked into his eyes, she would | ose herself there. The
need to have hi m agai n,

to take and give and forget for another brief noment was |ike a drug she
craved nore than food

and water. And she was terrified of that feeling. So she let the silence
stretch between them unti

her ears rang with it.

The instant the doors opened, however, sound assaulted them People rushed
back and

forth in the corridors, shouting information to each other in passing. Looks
of concern ningled
with deternination on each face
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This time Kira's pul se beat with the adrenaline of fear. She jerked her head
for David to

follow and hurried to Command, all thoughts of desire pushed aside. Jo was

st andi ng over

Grainne’s shoul der at the conputer block, talking in her ear as the redhead
wor ked. Before

nmoving to Jo, Kira searched the crowded roomw th a gl ance, spotted Sam and
signaled himto

her .

“Sam make sure David gets something to eat.” She turned to the man in whose
ar ns
she’d spent the night and said, “I'll see you when | can,” wal ki ng away before

he coul d protest
the di sm ssal

“Jo?” Kira stopped at her shoul der, studying the rows of nunbers and maps
G ai nne was
pul ling up on the conputer screen. “Wat’s happened?”

Jo's violet eyes were narrowed, her brow creased. “Very early this norning we
i ntercepted a coded nessage. The code was easy enough to break for soneone of
Pat’s skill, but
not the kind of thing the average hacker could have picked up. Anyway, the
message was from
Ennoren to the Lord Hi gh Senator at Avennore, detailing the m dnight capture
of a living
Shifter. He was requesting perm ssion to nove the Shifter to the SRC
for...study. He hinted that
t here was sonet hi ng unusual about this particular Shifter.”

Kira's breathing came fast and hard as Jo relayed the contents of the
nmessage. It coul dn't
be! He couldn’t have uncovered the new ones. Not now, not when they were so
close to getting
them of f - pl anet. “Chrissake, Jo, why didn’t anyone wake nme?”

Jo exchanged a worried | ook with G ainne before answering. “Kira, Breeanne
was on
duty when the nmessage canme in and was decoded. Wthout...without clearing it
with ne first, she
took a small band out to retrieve the Shifter before it could be noved from
Gener al
Headquarters.”

“She did what!?!'” Kira was shaking with fear, worry and rage. She took a
| ong, sl ow
breath and nodded for Jo to conti nue.

“The message indicated that they would be noving the Shifter at first |ight.
She left a Iog,
saying she didn't feel there was any tinme to waste. She took Janes, Paul and
Dag..."

“Daqg! Good God, what was she thinking? Going into GH after a possibly evol ved
Shifter
wi th another evolved Shifter in tow? Wiere the hell was Pat through all this?”

“Pat hacked into GHs mainfrane to get a location on the Shifter. Wile he
was in there,
he found the key he needed to get us a working clearance code. He didn't
real i ze Breeanne
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intended to go without telling you until a few hours after she left.”

“Shit,” Kira hissed. Then, because cussing hel ped to rel ease the tension

cl enchi ng her
stomach, she let lose a string of colorful and heartfelt curses. “lIs there any
word from her?” she

asked her second when she ran out of expletives.

Agai n Grai nne and Jo exchanged a | ook, and Kira felt the curses bubble up in
her throat

again. “We’'ve been trying to contact her for the last two hours, but with no

[ uck. About fifteen

m nutes ago we intercepted a second transmi ssion, this one coded to the
newscasters. |t

announced the public execution of a small band of terrorists who tried to
subvert GH early this

norni ng. To take place at sunset.’
the simultaneous

capture of a Shifter - a Shifter aiding the terrorists in their attack.” Jo's
voi ce failed her, and she

| ooked away.

Kira, eyes w de, |ooked down at Gainne for confirmation. The redhead nodded,
t hen

quietly said, “Kira, they said they were sending Dag to Shifter Research
Center. If those

government scientist bastards get ahold of Daq, they' re gonna have proof of
the evol ved

Shifters.”

“What about the other one, the one that was captured | ast night?”

“No word. It might very well have been a hoax. W don’t know yet.”

Kira dropped a hand to the cold netal of the computer block, then punched it.
The sound

echoed in the large room and the churning noi se around her fell silent. She
felt the gaze of

everyone in the roomon her. For an instant, she wanted to cry and scream and
curl into alittle

Jo took a deep breath. “It al so announced

ball. She wanted to be ignorant and innocent again so that she didn’'t have to
make t hese ki nds of
deci si ons.

“Where the hell is Pat?” she grated, clenching her eyes shut.

Jo answered this tine. “Wrking at the conputer board in your office.”

“Cet him” Kira stood rigid and silent until the hacker joined her. “You got
a cl earance

code yet?”

Pat sm | ed despite the anger radiating out of his |eader. “Bet your ass,
honeyconb. 1’1

have it ready for use within the hour.”

“That’s the first good news |’ve heard in days.
shoul der briefly,
then sent himback to her office. “Where's Raf?”
“Ri ght behind you,” the pilot surprised her by answering.

She spun to face him “You think you can be ready to | eave by tonorrow

”

She rested a hand on his

nor ni ng,
m dnorning at the | atest?”
He scratched his chin and chewed at his lower lip. “That'll be pushing it a

bit. But | think

Soni a can have the ship to running speed by then.”

“l need you to know it, Tygran. Report back in the hour. If you can't get us
out by

nmorning, | need the earliest time we can | eave.”

“How are you planning to get all your gear and people to the ship?”



“I"’'mnot. You' re gonna bring the ship to us.”

“What! ?! Where in the name of hell am |l gonna |land a starship near here?”

Kira | aughed hunorlessly. “I take it you’ve never seen ny backyard.” She
wal ked away
fromthe gaping pilot, signaling Jo to foll ow

The sil ence was heavy between them as they stal ked toward the Shifter’s w ng
of the
conplex. Kira's gut burned now, but her mnd ran at high speed, clear and
det ermi ned. They
didn’t have to knock when they reached Xep’s room The door was open and the
Shifter was in
conference with three other Shifters. He | ooked up when Kira wal ked in and
nodded, but didn't
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You’' ve heard? Xep asked her sinply.

Just now. | take it you didn't know earlier? There was an edge of warning in
her m nd
Voi ce.

Daq left without telling any of us. Felt that the situation could be handl ed
wi t hout
soundi ng an al arm

Kira snorted. What's the verdict? She nodded at the other Shifters. Al four
| ooked at her
with nultifaceted eyes; three of the four had the bl ue-green-purple shades of
Xep's line. The
other’s eyes whirled through red to orange to yellow. Dag was of Xep's line,
t hough Kira had

never been clear who was technically ol der - who was the “propagator” of the
other - only that
they were sprung fromthe sane line.

We intend to help in the rescue, Rel, the Shifter with red-orange eyes, said.
Daq is of our line, Voz, with blue-green eyes, added. The SRC nust not
di scover our
change.

Agreed. And thanks for your help. Pat will have a clearance code within the
hour. W'l

| eave tonorrow norning, if Tygran can get the ship ready by then. W' l|l board
by afternoon at
the latest. For now, | need you four down in Command so we can figure out how

to break into

GH. Successfully, this tine.

After a nonment’'s hesitation, she added, Only you four will go with us. If
somet hi ng goes

wrong, you're all under orders to escape using any neans possible. W can't
have SRC

di scovering you. Got it? Rel, you re the nost vulnerable to the detectors
since you can’'t shift to

non-organi ¢, so | want you on special guard.

Yes. Rel answered, gol den head nodding in a very human affirnmation.

You' ve got ten to get back up to Comand. She | ooked at themall, then, |
know you can’t

hurt humans. | wouldn’'t ask it of you. But bring stun blasters - and don’'t be
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afraid to use them
That’ s anot her order.

Four gol den heads nodded this tine.

Wth a parting curt jerk of her head, Kira left the room Jo at her side.
“l” m gonna need
stun blasters for all four Shifters, and nulti-phase blasters for nme and two
ot her hunans.”

“Who?” Jo asked without |ooking at her

“I"1'l ask for volunteers.”

“May | ?”

“No. | need you here.”

Jo accepted the decision wordl essly, her expression never changi ng. They
separated, Kira

headi ng back to Conmmand, Jo to the arnory for the needed weapons.

“ Xep?”

The Shifter turned at the sound of the David' s question. David watched as
bl ue- green
eyes whirled and the golden head tilted to one side. After a nmonent, a nouth
formed in the face,
a half shift that David found al most nore di sconcerting than a full shift.

“I amVoz,” the Shifter replied. “You wish to speak with Xep?”

“Yeah. | need to see him”

The nouth turned up in a smle. “Follow ne.
saw t he

mouth melt away. He grimaced but followed the graceful, |ean formof the
Shifter.

Voz led himto a roomjust outside Command. Three other Shifters were in the
room

Voz turned, but not before David
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each holding a blaster. David stopped in the doorway, staring warily at the
group. O the three,

two had the bluish eyes he associated with Xep. The third had strange

red- orange eyes.

One of the blue-eyed Shifters detached fromthe group and joined David at the
door. The

Shifter’s head hazed and fol ded and bl ended until the human mal e face that
Davi d t hought of as

Xep sat atop an unshifted gol den body.

“That’s weird,” David muttered.

“The partial shifts?” Xep smiled. “lI like them They're easier to naintain,”
he added
when David grinaced. “Wat do you wish to tal k about?”

“You're going with Kira? To rescue the peopl e captured?”

“How. ..?"

“I"ve got good ears. And a...persuasive personality.” At the Shifter's stare,
Davi d sai d,

“Samtold nme when | asked. He actually threwit at ne like a nmissile. Are you
pl anning to go?”

“Yes.”

“l need to go with you.”

Xep's blue eyes wi dened. “Have you asked Kira?”

“No. You know as well as | do that she won't let ne go.”

“But after last night, | had hoped...”
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“Xep, last night Kira and | got a lot of things out in the open, but it isn't
easy for her to
give her trust to ne. | tried. | don’t have it yet. Which neans she won't
trust nme to go on this

m ssion. But without ny know edge of the cell block and the security codes,
you' Il never get in
and out without alerting half of GH And...”"

“And?” Xep pronpted.

“And | think this is a trap. For Kira. It’s the type of thing Comrander
Ennoren woul d set

up. He wants her, and he wants her bad, Xep.”

Xep studied himin silence for a long nonment. David didn't fidget, but it
took an act of
will. Finally Xep said, “Kira will think you' re part of the trap. That you
want to go along in order
to assure that she and her people walk in to the trap.”

“I know.”

“That isn't true though, is it?”

“I thought you could read ny m nd, Xep.”

The Shifter smiled. “If you allow me to, | can. But w thout your perm ssion
I wouldn't. |

can, however, detect certain...things, as | said before. And | don’t think
you're part of this

particular trap - though,” Xep's tone hardened just a bit, “I do believe
you're part of another. But
that’'s for another time. WIIl you answer ny question?”

“I"'mnot going to lead her into Ennoren’s arns at GH, if that’'s what you want
to know,
Xep. 1’1l help you rescue your people.”

“l believe you. But it’s not my decision to nmake, David. It's Kira's. And as
you al ready

pointed out, it’s nost likely she won’t allow you to go with us.”

“Xep, without ne...”"

“There m ght be anot her way,
me into your

t houghts - the pictures only. You' d have to try not to put words to those
pictures, try not to

condense themin that way - if you were to allow that, | could act
as...translator. You could show

me the correct paths and codes, and | would lead Kira.”

Davi d’'s eyebrows | owered over his dark eyes. “You want me to let you into ny
head,

the Shifter interrupted. “If you were to all ow

Xep? WIlingly?” The Shifter nodded. “WIIl | be able to control what you have
access to?”
“Mostly. But sone of your errant thoughts will come to ne al so. You don’'t
have the
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Davi d groaned and | ooked at the wall behind Xep. He knew Kira was in trouble
felt it in

his bones the way he could feel trouble when he was undercover in the Docks.
And he’d | earned

enough about Ennoren to know that this could easily be a trap for her. David
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wasn't sure if the

Conmmander woul d kill her if he caught her, but he couldn't be certain he would
l et her live,
ei ther.

He al so knew with unfailing certainty that Kira wouldn't trust him or let
hi m go al ong
willingly. Her lack of trust dug at his gut; it surprised himto realize how
much he wanted it. He
couldn’t blane her for not trusting him He could expect no | ess froma wonan
like Kira, and it
was one of the things he found so compelling about her. But he wanted, needed,
her to give him
that part of her. At the nonent, however, fear for her life was his top
concern. Tine later for
trust, he told hinself, ignoring his underlying fear that there wasn’t enough
tinme left.

Wthout her trust, he was left with two choices. He could sneak into the
group with Xep’'s
hel p and deal with Kira's outrage later. That would be his first choice,
except that it was clear the
Shifter wasn’t prepared to help himin that way. The second choice, to let Xep
into his mnd, |eft
Davi d feeling unclean and violated. He couldn’t be sure what he'd reveal to
the Shifter, and he
still held enough secrets to fear what woul d happened if Xep di scovered them
They were things
that were best not unearthed just yet.

Unfortunately, wi thout accepting Xep's offer to work as “translator,” David
had no way
of helping Kira without alienating her entirely. The thought of never being
all owed to touch her
agai n, of never feeling her hands on his skin or her hair against his cheek
made hi m shudder.

And he knew then just how painful it would be to | ose her. That realization
surprised himnmnore

than his need for her trust. It should have felt absurd, too sudden, unfounded
- but it didn"t. It felt

unquesti onably obvious. And right. He needed nore than her trust. He needed
her .

“Dam it to hell,” he nmuttered. Then | ooked back at Xep. “All right, golden
boy, 111
agree to let you in on two conditions. One, nothing you di scover goes beyond
the two of us. |'ve
got reasons for a lot of what |'ve done and what |’'mdoing, and | don’t want
you screw ng all of
it up because of some hal f-baked notion of loyalty.
nout h, David said,

“In return for this prom se, Xep, | can promise you |l won't hurt her or allow
her to be hurt. Not if
| can possibly prevent it.”

Slow y, the human head on Shifter body nodded and David continued. “Second
condition, you personally guarantee ne that she gets back here alive and safe.
| want you
wat chi ng her back, Xep. | want your guarantee that you'll keep her from
letting her own notions
of nobility get the best of her.”

At this, Xep actually smled. “You ve ny guarantee, David Cario. On both
conditions.”

David jerked out a nod and a nunbl ed, “Good.” Then he faltered. “Wat now?”
he

VWhen Xep opened his



asked, his gaze nervously darting around the roomto the three Shifters stil
present.

Xep took his hand, and David was startled by the silky texture of Shifter
skin. He'd

al ways heard their natural skin described as slimy. “Now,” Xep said, |eading
himinto the room

and cl osing the door behind him “you will relax. And | will go on a short
fact-gathering
journey.”
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CHAPTER 11

Damm it, Xep are you sure this is the right way? Kira's hand cl enched around
her bl aster

at the distant sound of footsteps clicking smartly agai nst polished floors.
Trust ne, Xep answered. He'd shifted into male human form Looking around a
bend in
the corridor, he |ooked |ike any other nenber of her team But in the organic
shape, he was
vul nerabl e to detectors.

| trust you, Xep. But the plans G ainne and Pat pulled up didn't even have
this corridor

on t hem

That’s why no one will expect us to use it. Signaling with a sharp hand
gesture, Xep |ed
the way down the corridor to a security seal ed door

Al right, now what? Kira asked, raising her eyebrows expectantly.

Xep sniled. He held up a hand and Kira watched in surprise as it el ongated
and
thi ckened. Still grinning, Xep put this new hand agai nst the pal mcheck. Kira
junped to pull his

hand away, reacting before she could think. Then she realized no al arns had
sounded and Xep
was still in one piece. She eased her armback to her side. Wth his free
hand, Xep punched in a
sequence of nunbers. Monments later, the security seal opened and the door

hi ssed to one side.

W' re gonna have to have a talk about this later, Xep, Kira grunbled as she
| ed the way

into the cell block. How did you know that seal wasn't detector-protected?

I nsi de know edge. Besides, since no one outside of a few select Guards know
about this
entrance, no one would suspect a Shifter of getting this far

I nsi de know edge, huh? Kira glared over her shoulder at Xep's smug grin. Dam
him she
thought irritably. He's read David's nmind. At the least! He told her a | ong
tinme ago that he didn't
do that. Yes, they would definitely have to have a talk after this was over
She poked her head around a second bend, spotted two Guards and ducked back
Voz, she

nodded to the Shifter changed to fermale human form which cell set are they
supposed to be in?

Set 10. Two nore corridors that way. Voz jerked her head toward the hal
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where the

Quar ds were.

Damm agai n, she thought. She clicked her blaster manually to stun, indicated
that the

other two humans with her should do the sane, and took a deep breath. Wth a
nod, she spun into

the opening of the hall and fired two shots. The Guards crunbled to the floor
soundl essly. She

hoped the sound of the blaster hadn’t reached any suspicious ears.

At the next corridor, they caught a Guard by surprise when he stepped around
a corner

into the mddle of their group. Roger, one of the humans with Kira, disabled
the Guard with a
single hand blow to the back of the neck. That, she thought as she led them
down the final hall,
wor ked rmuch better than noisy blaster fire.

The brightly lit, spotlessly clean corridors at |ast opened onto the hol di ng
cells. After Xep

agai n breached the security-coded door |ocks, Kira started down the |ong hal
of magnetically
sealed cells. It was as bright and clean as the other corridors. But here, the
t emper at ure was

| owered so nmuch that Kira could see her breath, and the air was still and
sharp in her nose

She was tenpted to curse Ennoren and his inhumanity out |oud, but thought
better of it.
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Xep, are we getting recorded on vid in here?

Took care of it already. Xep sounded so cocky, Kira turned to | ook nore
closely at him

She was net with a smrk

Shaki ng her head, she turned back to checking the cells. They found Breeanne,
Janes and

Paul in three cells near the end of the corridor. Breeanne was on her feet the
i nstant Kira stepped

into view, but Kira kept her silent with a hand signal and a frown. Xep shut
of f the magnetic sea

on Breeanne's cell, and Kira noved up to Paul’s.

Paul was a young man, in his mdtwenties, well built and physically fit under
nor nal
circunst ances. Seeing himstretched out on the single bed in his prison, he
didn’t look like the
same man. Hs skin - where it was unbroken - nornmally a light golden brown,
was washed to a

pale, sickly yellow. Hi s eyes were swollen nearly closed and his dark hair was
matted wi th bl ood
and sweat. Breeanne stepped up to her shoul der and whi spered in her ear, “He
was wounded
when we were taken. And Ennoren had himin questioning for a few hours.”

Kira snarled, a grow bubbled up in her throat. She knew from Ennoren’s own
boasti ng
what went on in questioning. “Help him” she hissed to Roger and Di ego as Xep
unl ocked Paul’s
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cell.

When they’' d rel eased Janmes, Kira | ooked around, frowning, then turned to
Br eeanne and

nmout hed Daq’ s nane. Breeanne’s full lips thinned and her face drai ned of al
color. “Daq was
taken away right after they returned Paul to his cell,’
Kira s ear. “That
was hours ago. We haven’'t seen Daq since.”

Kira cl enched her eyes shut and nout hed out several violent but soundl ess
curses. She
snapped her eyes open. Xep, can you reach Daq tel epathically? They'd tried to
avoid that, afraid
t hat Ennoren woul d have another tel epath ready to “listen in” on the
conversation. But she was
willing to take the risk now.

Xep’ s human eyes unfocused, turned i nward and went bl ank. He shook his head.
| can't
feel Dag. Either there’s a telepathic block, or Dag isn’'t near enough. Xep
left the third

possibility unsaid.

Kira wanted to curse again. |Instead, she signaled the group back down the
corridor
toward the door through which they'd entered. Xep stopped her with a hand on
her arm There's
a better way out this way.

She nodded for Xep to take |lead, and she fell to the back of the group to
cover their rear.
Xep, you think you can use a command board with that insider information you
have? To find
where they’' re keepi ng Daq?

Maybe. But Paul is injured and slowi ng us down. Let’'s get these out first,
then we' Il work

at recovering Daq.

Though the Shifter didn't say the words, Kira got the distinct inpression of
suppr essed

| oss, and she provided the words for that inpression. They woul d recover Daq
if Daq still lived.

There a command board along this route, Xep?

After a silent pause, the Shifter said, Not far fromwhere we get everyone
el se out of the

bui I di ng.

Good. Voz, you're in charge of getting everyone back to the conplex. Once
you're on the

road, slow and easy.

If we hit a bl ockade?

Tell themyou ve got a sick friend and you're on the way to the nedica

bl ock. Kira
stopped. Better yet, split up. Afewwth you, Voz, and a fewwth Syt. Rel,
you stay in human
form Xep, give Voz the code to get out of the building.

she whi spered close to
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They came to a branching corridor and Xep indicated this was where they had
to
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separate. “Breeanne,” Kira nurnured, “we’re gonna split up. Xep and I will try
to find Daq. The

rest of you are to get back to the conplex as fast as possible, but wthout
breaki ng any | aws. Hal f
with Voz, half with Syt. No heroics,” Kira warned. Breeanne’s gray eyes were
wi de as she

nodded.

Xep and Kira waited until the rest were out of sight before heading toward

t he nearest

conmand board. Xep, is there a quicker way out fromthe board, or will we have
to go back the
way we’ve come?

There’s another route..

Xep’'s hesitation had Kira's already alert nerves junmping. But? she asked,
scanni ng t he

hall with her blaster at the ready.

It will take us right through the Oficers’ vehicle port.

Shit. That doesn’t sound good, Xep

It’s not. But chances are, we won't have the tinme to get all the way back to
the exit the

ot hers took before sonmeone notices either the unconscious Guards, or the

m ssing prisoners. And
there’s always the chance they' Il detect ne hunting their systems. Through the
vehicle port is our

qui ckest way out of the building, and onto a road.

Al right. But while you're systemhunting, if you come across schedul es,
t ake a peek and

make sure we aren’t trying to leave the building with every officer in the
Quard

The conmmand board was set in a wall only ten nmeters fromthe door to the
vehicle port.
Wth every puff of air, Kira expected the door to whoosh open and a dozen
armed CGuards to
wal k through. She kept her back to the wall as Xep worked, scanning the
corridors with ears and

eyes, blaster ready. Too exposed, she thought again and again. The nearest
corner was just across
fromthe door. If soneone cane through that door, there would be no place for
her and Xep to

run.

Time ticked by and Kira's stomach cl enched tighter, her nerves tw tched. She
tried to

rel ax her shoul ders, failed and went back to scanning the halls. “Anything?”
she hi ssed at Xep
forgetting to use tel epathy altogether

Al nmost there, Xep answered in her mind, a wordless rem nder to focus on
speaki ng
telepathically. The | ess noise they nade, the better

Any sign of a schedul e change? W’'re sitting open here, Xep.

Haven't cone across anything. Don’'t worry, |'m al nost there.
You “don’t worry.” | plan on doing a lot of worrying until we’'re out of here
with Daqg in

tow. In the next instant, Kira felt such a wash of angui shed, wordl ess

i mpressions from Xep she
al nost choked on them Chrissake, Xep! Wat’'s w ong?

Daq was slated for term nation an hour ago.

Her |inmbs weakened. She | eaned back against the wall, feeling Iike someone
had reached

in and pulled her guts out through her abdonmen. Shit. Did the term nation take
pl ace? She was



grateful for their tel epathic comruni cations at that nonent, because she
doubt ed she’d be able
to speak past the rage and sadness cl oggi ng her throat.

Log entries for that time haven't been entered yet. Xep’'s mind voice was now
SO
enotionless it was chilling.

Kira dropped her head back against the wall, wanting badly to pound it

agai nst the bl ocks

until she no longer felt the slow gnawing in her gut. She wanted to shout and
cry, and knew she

didn’t have time for either yet. She didn't even have tine to grieve. kay,
Xep, she said pulling

away fromthe wall, but the Shifter interrupted her by raising a hand.
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Xep’s human face frowned in concentration, then he said, Quick, to the other
corridor, |

hear someone com ng

Just before she noved, Kira also heard the footsteps echoing down the hall
They

scranbl ed, as quietly as the polished floors would allow, to the hall directly
opposite the vehicle

port exit. Kira pressed her back to the wall, blaster raised and ready, ears
trained to the

approachi ng footsteps. Xep, just behind her, scanned the hall in which they
wer e hi di ng.

Though her hearing wasn’'t as good as Xep's, she could tell that only one

per son

approached. That was a snmall relief. Wth [uck, whoever it was would wal k out
to the vehicle

port wi thout |ooking down this hall - or worse yet, turning down it. She
checked to make sure her
weapon was still on stun, then waited.

There was a nonent of silence. And in that nmonment, when the footsteps had
stilled but
whoever it was hadn't yet conme into view, Kira's breathing stopped and her
pul se sped. Then the

boot ed heel s on polished floor sounded again. The instant the Guard canme into
view, Kira had

her weapon trained on him It took her another entire heartbeat before she
reali zed who she was

| ooking at. His back was to her as he prepared to | eave the building. But
there was no doubt of

his identity.

She knew himtoo well.

She stepped away fromthe wall, into the mddle of the corridor and |evel ed
her bl aster at

hi s back. “Funny neeting you here,” she grow ed.

He began to turn, too quickly. “Ah, ah,” she adnoni shed. “Slow and easy.
Hands in the

air, where | can see them” \Wen he hesitated, she snapped, “Do it!”

Hands up, novenents careful and controlled, he turned to face her. Kira's lip
curled

despite her desire to keep in control. Anger and hatred boiled up in her rigid
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nuscl es and

cl enched jaw. When he sneered, she very nearly shot him

“I always figured 1'd find you pointing a blaster at ne one of these days,
Kira,” Ennoren
said through his smrk

“Fuck you, Eain.”

He raised an eyebrow. “How | ow you’ ve sunk. O have you al ways been so base?”
He
shrugged his shoulders as if it nmade no difference.

Kira's hand shook once before she could contain her rage.

“I take it 1'Il find the cells in Set 10 enpty?” he said when she remai ned
silent.

“Where' s Dag?” The question ground out through the clenched wall of her
teet h.

Anot her condescendi ngly rai sed brow. “Who?”

“The Shifter,” she spat. “Were is the Shifter?”

“The Shifter? You nmean the one taken with the terrorists, or the one that

br ought them

here?” Though his voice was casual and arrogant, Kira saw his eyes darting,

| ooki ng for escape

or advant age.

“Both.” Her anger was so intense, it drained all tone from her voice. She
sounded hol | ow
to her own ears. Hollow, but dangerous.

“The one that brought your friends here, as you may have guessed, was a myth.
A good

one though, don’t you think?” Wen she continued to stare, mouth an
unflinching line in her
face, his eyes creased at the corners. He | ooked at her as if he d never seen
her before. That was
fine by Kira. “As for the Shifter that helped the terrorists,” he continued,
the arrogance in his
voi ce dinmred, “well, I'mafraid the Lord H gh Senator denied ny request to
have it sent to

Shifter Research Center, so..
“So0?” Her voice was violently quiet.

”
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H s eyes shapped to hers. “Have you ever seen the effects of hydrochloric
acid on

Shifters?” he growl ed. Sonething in her face nust have reveal ed her horror
because a short

burst of |aughter exploded fromhim filling the echoing corridors.

Kira's gun armwent slack for just a heartbeat, then she straightened it and
l evel ed the

bl aster at Ennoren’s chest. “Bastard,” she whi spered.

Hs top lip twitched.

She manual ly clicked the blaster to kill, watched in satisfaction as his eyes
wi dened in
surprise. Switching to a wi de stance, |egs braced apart, she clutched the
weapon i n both hands

and set her finger against the trigger button. Her eyes | ocked onto Ennoren’s
bl ue, hate-filled
stare. She continued to stare into his eyes as she clicked the blaster back to
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stun and fired in the
same nonent.

She kept staring at himwhile he crunbled to the floor like a pathetic rag
doll. Slowy

| owering the weapon, she took one | ong, shaky breath and signaled Xep to open
the exit door.

She didn't drag her gaze away fromthe unconsci ous form of her ex-husband
until she’d passed

outside with Xep, and the door closed behind them
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CHAPTER 12

Kira wal ked in to a dark, silent bedroomthat night, grateful it was closer
than her roomin

t he mansi on woul d have been. Her body ached with fatigue and sorrow. There
hadn’t been tine

since she’'d returned to the conplex to mourn the | oss of Dag. She’'d been
bonbarded with

guestions and problens the nminute she’d wal ked i nto Comrand, forced to cone up
with

solutions and last-mnute nmiracles, required to push aside her owm grief for a
later tine.

Now she was too drained to think. She felt tears of exhaustion and
frustration burning just

behind gritty eyes. Her head felt groggy and thick, as if she'd cried for
hours al ready. But the

turbul ent enotions w ecki ng havoc on her system stayed inside, corked like a
shaken bottl e of

carbonated water, waiting to expl ode.

She was hal fway into her room before she thought to order the lights on. She
t ook

another two or three steps toward her fold-out sink before she realized there
was soneone else in
the room David sat in the only chair, a synthesized netal fol dout designed
for practicality over

confort. An unlit cigarette in his nouth, his arns fol ded across his chest, he
remai ned

notionl ess, waiting for her to speak. She | ooked at himfor a | ong nonent, her
tired mind not

recogni zing the intrusion; then she turned back toward the sink and proceeded
to wash the day
fromher face and hands.

From the corner of her eye, she saw himnove, snelled the breath of snoke
when he lit
the cigarette; but she didn't face himagain until she’d dried her face and
hands thoroughly. Even
then, she kept her face in the towel for a heartbeat |onger than was
necessary. Wen she did face

him he | ooked as he had when she'd first noticed himbut for the snoke now
curling fromthe

glowing tip of the cigarette.

“You okay?” he asked.

“No.” She was too tired to be anything but honest. She tossed the towel onto
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the floor and
sunk down on the corner of her bed. “Wat are you doi ng here?”
“lI came to see you. To nake sure you were...all right.”
“I"'mnot. Xep read your thoughts.” She’' d expected shock, outrage. Instead,

she got a

qui et nod. “You knew?”

“I let himdo it. | didn't want you going in blind.”

Her temper flared through the haze of exhaustion. “Wiy the hell didn't either
of you tel

nme about this?”

“We both knew you wouldn’t trust my information.”

Hi s quiet, blunt honesty punched a pinhole in her anger. Before she realized
it, her temper

drained away entirely. “I’'mtoo tired to care right now,” she told him “I'1]
be angry about it
t omorrow. ”

Agai n, he sinmply nodded. Then he reached down beside the chair and picked up
a smal |,
flat flask. “Here. You look like you could use sone of this.”

She took the flask, unscrewed the top and sniffed. “What is it?”

“The Bi nneans’ equival ent of brandy. It’s sweeter, though. Bi nneans have
quite a sweet
tooth.”

“I didn’t know that.” She sniffed the liquor again, then took a sip. It
burned down her
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throat and nade her eyes water. But the aftertaste was so different from
anyt hing she’'d tasted

before, and so delicious, that she took another, |arger gulp.

“Careful ,” David warned, though he didn’'t nove to take the flask from her
“l1t’s stronger
than brandy, too. Keep gul ping that way, and you' |l be unconscious within
m nutes.”

“So0?” But she took a smaller sip this tine.

“That bad?”

“That bad.”

He offered her the end of his cigarette, now half gone. She shook her head,
t hen changed
her m nd and took one slow drag. “Ugh. That tastes terrible after the Bi nnean
brandy.” She
grimaced and took another sip of the drink to wash the nasty taste away.
“Probably why we've never been able to get the Bi nneans hooked on tobacco.”
She stared at himthrough the pleasant haze created by the brandy. “It wasn't
very snart
of Xep, taking your information about that secret entrance into GH There
coul d have been a trap
there, waiting for us. Ennoren would have known that you knew about...’
“Ennoren doesn’t know | know about that entrance,” he interrupted. “And Xep
woul d
have seen that sort of deception in ny mind when he was roani ng around.”
She dropped her gaze, frowning because she couldn’t argue with | ogic when she
was so
tired. “Worry about it tonmorrow, Kira,” David murmnured through a slight snile
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They sat in silence then, while David finished his cigarette and she si pped
at the brandy.
When he got to the bottomof his cigarette, he rose and put it out in the
sink, then sat beside her

on the bed. She stiffened away fromhim holding the flask between themlike a
shi el d.

“I"'mstill supposed to be nmad at you,” she pouted, not noticing that she was
swayi ng and

acting petul ant.

“You can be nad at nme tonmorrow.” He gathered her to his side, arms tightening
ar ound

her when she started to pull away. After the pretense of struggle, Kira

di ssolved into his

enbrace. She pressed her face into his shoul der and took a deep breath, trying
vainly to hold

back tears. He gently extracted the flask fromher Iinp hand, resealed it
while still cradling her

and tossed it clattering onto the chair.

“I"’'mnot going to cry,” she said against his shoulder, ordering herself to
obey that
st at enment .

“Cry if you want to.” He placed one hand agai nst the back of her head,
stroked her hair.

“l don’t want to.”

“You need to.”

“What do you know about what | need?”

“I know what it's like to | ose someone you care about.”

Wth that one sinple statement, he broke the dam of her control and she
cried, long and

painfully until she ran out of tears.

“Feel better?” he asked when her sobbing relaxed to sputtering, deep breaths.

“No.” She rubbed roughly at her eyes and face with her hands, then with her

sl eeve unti

she’d dried away nost of the noisture. “Wiy are you here, David?” she asked
agai n.

“I told you - to make sure you're all right.’
let her sit up

straighter, but he kept his arns around her shoulders and waist. “I figured
you needed ne.”

“Don’t be stupid,” she snapped, surprising herself with the outburst.

“I won’t. And you did...do need me. Who el se do you have in the conpound?
You're

their |eader, right? The one they all turn to for strength and support. Who do
you have to turn to

for those things?”

He rel axed his grip enough to
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“Myself.” She pulled away fromhim forcing himto drop his arns. “l don't
need anyone
el se.”
“Everyone needs a shoulder to cry on.” He shrugged at her abstinent frown.
“l depended on ny parents, and they were killed. | |eaned on Ennoren and was
bet r ayed.

| don’t |ean on anyone any nore.”
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“You just did,” he pointed out in his husky voice.

She couldn’t deny his words, though she wanted to badly. |Instead she gl ared
at him
angry that she’d given so nuch to himw thout realizing it. He | ooked back

i nto her eyes,

unflinching beneath her glare, until finally Kira had to | ook away.

“Why did you help ne today? Way did you let Xep into your m nd?” She wanted
to
change the subject before he saw any deeper into her

“l thought you m ght be walking into a trap.”

“We didn't. | didn't see any signs of one. Actually, that surprised nme.”

He hitched one shoul der up. “Wether there was one there or not doesn’'t
really matter,

now that you' re all back and safe.”

“Not all of us.”

He | owered his gaze and nodded.

“Why did you do it, David? Ennoren is your boss...”

“I"ve already told you how | feel about Ennoren,” he interrupted.

“But you’' ve been working with a team of Shifter hunters for three years now
Why woul d
you want to protect me, of all people? One of the leaders of a Shifter rescue
group. Wy, when

" m hol di ng you prisoner?”

He | ooked right into her eyes. “I would have thought |ast night answered that
guestion.”

“Last night was sex, David. Just sex.”

“Was it?” He reached across the space between them and pull ed her cl ose. “Was
it

really?”

He hel d her | ocked against him eyes boring into hers, waiting for an answer.
But that

close to him her head dizzy fromtears and Bi nnean brandy, his scent filling
her nostrils, his
warnth burning into her skin, she couldn’t think enough to form an answer.

Di dn’t know what

answer to give, what answer he wanted or expected from her

At | ast, she shook her head and nurnmured, “1 don't know | don’t know
anyt hi ng

anynore. | only know that it doesn’'t matter now.”

“Don’t,” he warned. “It does matter. This,” he pressed her closer, “matters
very much.

You want to know why | let Xep into ny mind? Because | didn’'t want you hurt.
Because |

want ed you to get back here alive. Because no matter what | tell nyself, every
second that passes

feels like I'"'mlosing something vital. Like precious nmonents are slipping

t hrough nmy fingers,

and there’s nothing I can do to stop them And when they’'re gone, I'Il have

| ost somet hing |

don't want to lose.” He dropped his nouth close to hers, his hot breath
caressing her |lips and

cheek. “We always say later, Kira. I'Il deal with that later. 1’1l make tine
for that later. But there
isn't a later. There’s only now. And I'lIl be damed if I'"mgoing to |l et now

get away this tine.”

His lips covered hers, his kiss strong and passi onate. And devastating. Her
body softened
and rel axed and nol ded agai nst him absorbing his strength, his heat, and
answering his desire.

H s touch was desperate, hungrily covering every inch of her. And with each



squeeze, each nip

and pinch, Kira urged himfor nore.

Tunmbl i ng her onto her back, he rushed to get her out of her clothes, not
bot hering with

sl ow seduction. Kira felt the urgency driving himin the taut nuscles al ong
hi s back and
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shoul ders, knew he needed this. She was surprised to realize how nuch she
needed it, too.

He wasn’t gentle, and because she didn't want gentle she was rough in return
demandi ng

he take as much as he gave. He left her only |long enough to toss away his own
cl othing, then he
was with her again, sucking and biting the tender skin of her nipple until she
noaned with the

pai nful pleasure. He entered her hard and fast, his first brutal thrust naking
her convul se with a

power ful orgasm She raked her fingernails up his back, barely heard his
groans agai nst the

bl i nding pressure building in her again with his every novenent.

He buried his face in her shoul der and pounded hard into her. Wth each
thrust, with each

groan, he asked, denanded sonething nore from her. Sonething that went beyond
physi cal

pl easure. Sonething she gave with a tear in her eye, feverishly panting his
name. It was a

promi se logic told her she woul dn’'t be able to keep; but she had to give it
anyway, despite |ogic,

because her heart demanded it of her, too.

Everyt hi ng around her nelted away except the hard heat of David s |ovenaking.
Al of

her senses focused on him the feel of sweat on his skin, the snell of
cigarettes and soap, the
scrape of evening beard stubble agai nst her cheek. And when she felt him pul se
i nside her, felt

his body stiffen and heard his harsh gasp, she squeezed her arnms and | egs
tightly around hi mand
fell into a final, rending climx of her own.

She only realized she’d fallen asl eep when she cane groggily back to ful
consci ousness

and found herself beneath the bl anket, curled securely against David' s chest.
His arns were
wr apped around her so firmy that she was afraid noving woul d wake him She
stayed still,
sighed with contentnment and tried to go back to sleep

Only then did her menory reassert itself. And though she was too exhausted to
st ay

awake for long, her nmind rem nded her of the prom se she’d given to him A
proni se she’'d given

in nore than just spirit when the words spilled fromher just before she fel
asl eep. The nenory

of her voice repeating that sinple phrase followed her back to sleep

| love you, David.
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David waited until he felt her relax again, felt her breathing slow and
steady in sleep

before he relaxed his grip. Wien he’'d felt her stir, he’d been afraid she
would try to nove away
fromhim so he tightened his hold. Now as she lay quiet, he ran a gentle hand
over her back.

Did she renenber what she said? Did she even realize she’d spoken al oud? Cod,
he

needed her to renenber, to nean the words she whispered in his ear before
drifting off to sleep.

He needed that nore than he'd needed anything in his life. He could still hear
her sweet,
exhausted voice murrmuring, “I love you, David.” And he wanted so rmuch to

bel i eve her. He

didn’t want to think that she was the type to idly toss that phrase around
after sex.

In his heart, he knew she wasn’t.

The cautious, thoughtful logic that had kept himalive for the last twelve
years failed him

utterly when it cane to Kira. Analytically, he realized that |oving her
shoul dn’t have happened
so fast, that these enotions should be a sinple side effect of stress. But his
intuition, his gut -
whi ch had al ways served hi m above his logic - knew wi thout a doubt that this
wasn’t a passing
fancy or a sinple case of lust. He’'d known fromthe beginning that Kira would
be different.

Unfortunately, neither his gut nor his mnd knew how to bridge the chasm

pl aced

between them by their current situation. And until he could tell her
everything, until he could
stop hiding his real goal fromher, he knew that gap would remain. He tried
not to think about
what m ght happen after he admitted everything to her, after she di scovered
that he’d been using

Top

Page No 72

The Prom se of Kierna Rhoan Isabo Kelly - 72
her. Di scovered what he’'d done before neeting her. He wanted to believe that
knowi ng t he
ultimate goal of his mission would nmake it easier for her to forgive himas
much as he wanted to
bel i eve her nurnured decl aration of |ove.
There really would be tinme, he lied to hinself as he drifted closer to sleep
He woul d
make her see that they should be together, that she could | ove himand trust
him He just needed
alittle nore tine to convince her
He fell asleep with his gut anxiously hinting that tine was running out.
Quiet music rose, bringing Kira gently out of sleep. The restless novenent
behi nd her
and the armcircling her waist rem nded her that she wasn't alone. As gently
as she could, she
slid out frombeneath his grasp, then manually switched the nusic off at the
comand boar d
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near her door. She crossed back to the wall next to her fold-out sink and a
door leading to a snall

bat hr oom opened at her approach

She slipped into the room the door quietly sw shing shut behind her, and
turned on the
shower, ordering a tenperature hot enough to redden her skin. She felt
surprisingly well-rested,

considering the activities of the night before and sharing the smaller bed of
this roomwth

Davi d. Her nuscles ached just enough to remind her of their |ovenaking. She
st epped beneath
the steam ng spray of the shower, hissing in a breath as the hot water hit
cool skin. When her

body adj usted, she stood for several mnutes sinply letting the water run down
the back of her

head and neck, over her shoulders, relaxing the tired nuscles.

Her back was to the washroonm s door and her hearing bl ocked by the water
rushi ng over

her ears, so when she felt a brush of cold air just before the firmclasp of
hands on her waist, she
j unped.

“Sorry to startle you,” David murrmured into her ear while his hands noved up
her
stomach to cover her breasts. He squeezed gently, then rolled her peaked

ni ppl e between his
fingers.

She dropped her head agai nst his shoul der and noaned. “You're forgiven,” she
br eat hed,
just before his mouth covered hers. Water pelted the top of his head, washing
over their faces.

Davi d took a step backward, pulling her with him so that the spray hit only
their bodies. Wth

his lips still locked to hers, he noved one hand from kneadi ng her breast down
her stomach and
to the junction between her legs. Kira convul sed agai nst his hand, shuddering
despite the heated
wat er .

He turned her around to face himthen and wapped her in a tight enbrace. A
long time

passed before he did anything but kiss her and hold her. H's nouth noved
tenderly agai nst her

lips, his hands caressed her back in |long, |anguid strokes. Though she felt
his erection hard and
eager agai nst her abdonmen, he didn’t rush to fill her. Her own fervent need
warred with the part
of her that thrilled to his tender care. She wanted hi minside her. She wanted
himto keep hol di ng

her. But nore than that, she never wanted himto |l et go.

And then her back was against the slick walls and her | egs wapped around his
wai st, his

hands firm on her buttocks, guiding her down onto his erection. He matched the
sl ow thrusts of

his hips with deep strokes of his tongue inside her nmouth. The contrast was
di zzying. Wth a
steady, gentle rhythm David brought her to a clinmax that washed over and
t hrough her entire

body wi th shocking strength. He released his claimto her lips only when she
pul I ed her nouth
away so that she could breath while her body trenbled through orgasm He sped
hi s thrust



briefly, then she felt himpul se inside her and he groaned, squeezing her
buttocks as he cane.
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Her | egs shook when he set her back on her feet. She had to brace one hand
agai nst the
shower wall and one on his shoulder to keep fromtaking an all-too-sudden seat
on the floor of
the shower stall. He kissed her ear and whi spered, “Good norning, pretty
eyes.”

They finished their shower in contented silence, then dried each other with
overly large
fluffy towels - the only luxury Kira continued to indulge in. They were
dressing when Kira's
stomach grow ed.

“When did you | ast eat?” David asked, conming up behind her and wapping his
ar ns
around her wai st.

She had to think about the answer. “I had a nutro-bar sometime yesterday.
don’ t

remenber when.”

“A nutro-bar? That neans an imrediate trip to the canteen is in order.”

Kira | eaned back agai nst his chest and closed her eyes. It would be so easy
to get used to
this. But their tinme had run out. Realizing that this was the last tinme she'd
be able to hold him
she hugged his arns tight, menorizing the nonent. Then she pulled away. “I’'ve
got too nuch to

do this morning to go to the canteen, David. But don’t let that stop you from
getting your fill.”

“What’' s got you so busy this norning?”

She heard the suspicion in his voice. “Lots of things,” she replied,
irrationally wanting to

avoid the topic. She didn't know how to tell him Especially after |ast night.
“Thi ngs? Wuld these things have to do with the breaking down of the

conpl ex?”

Her head snapped around to face him “You know?”

“I't’s obvious that you're dissenbling this place, Kira. You're noving to a
new

conpl ex?”

She | ooked away. “Sort of. | have to go.” She was standing in the open door
bef ore she

stopped herself, forced herself to tell him “You'll be rel eased today, David.

By this afternoon
you can be on your way hone, with all of this behind you.”

“And if | don’'t want to go?”

She wasn’'t surprised by his answer, but it nmade what she had to say harder
She didn't
turn around to | ook at hi mwhen she answered. “You don’t have nuch of a choice
inthe matter.

By this afternoon, this place will be enpty and conpletely shut down.”

“And what about us? When will | be able to see you agai n?”

“You won't.” She wal ked out the door
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CHAPTER 13

Kira was both relieved and di sappoi nted when David didn't follow her, didn't
try to stop

her or demand an explanation. She didn’'t want to explain - it would hurt too
nmuch. But the

irrational part of her that had fallen in love with himwanted himto stop
her, to tell her they
woul d be together no matter what, that he’'d fly across the galaxy to be with
her. It was an old

fairytal e, one she'd stopped believing in after her narriage failed. O at

| east, one she thought

she no | onger believed in. Until she met David and redi scovered hope.

Now t he hope only made her heart ache nore.

She went straight to Conmand, too heartsick to think about food. Comrand was
eerily

silent. Mst of the room had been broken down. What wasn’'t going with them had
been

destroyed. Only the tapestry of Nathanial and Brigit renmained - she'd ordered
it to be the |ast

thi ng removed. She stood before the wall hanging, silent, staring at the

gol den eyes of her great-

grandfather. Then she noved the tapestry aside.

She had to go by nenory. She hadn’t wanted to | eave a discernible hint, but
it took her

only two tries before she found the soft patch of netal that, when pressed,
opened a hi dden pane
just at her eye level. Kira reached inside the small hole, pulled out a

| eat her thong on which two

netal tags hung. Then she reseal ed the hole.

As she wal ked to the lifts, she tied the thong around her neck and tucked the
tags beneath
the high collar of her navy junpsuit. The metal fell heavy and col d agai nst
her skin, reassuring

and conforting. She took one final |ook at the cavern that had once been her
Comrand room
then turned down the corridor to the lift that would take her to the back of
t he mansi on above.

Al those that were going, Shifter and hunan alike, stood in the

gl ass-encl osed back

porch, waiting. Kira went to Jo’'s side, placing a hand on the other wonman’'s
shoul der. “W're

ready?”

“W're ready.”

Raf stood near enough to notice Kira's quiet arrival. “Wll|, Farseaker,” he
sai d, draping

an arm across her shoulder, “this is it. You sure you want to go through with
it?”

“Positive.”

“l don’t suppose | could talk you into just giving me the coordinates to
where we're

goi ng?”

“You tried that already,” she said through a small smile. “No. | have to
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navi gat e

manual ly. And |’ mwi ping the destination coordinates fromthe conputer when we
get there, so
don’t start planning any sudden vacations.”

He chuckl ed, squeezed her shoul der, then | ooked toward the sky. “Here she
cones,” he

sai d proudly.

Monents later Kira saw the silver bird descend fromthe sky, growing into a
ship large
enough to carry her entire group, supplies and then some, but small enough to
be qui ck and

maneuver abl e both on and of f planet. She’'d al ways consi dered the 12KZ an odd
size for a space-

faring ship - too small to be considered a transport, but too big to be a
personal carrier. Raf was

nore than happy to point out, however, that the 12KZ was the perfect size for
smuggl i ng.

The ship canme to a hover in the mddle of a |arge expanse of flat lawn in her
backyar d.
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Three | andi ng feet descended from underneath the ship and it dropped gently to
the grass. Trees
a half kilometer away swayed in the wind caused by the ship's landing. “lsn't
she gorgeous?”

Raf said in Kira's ear before wal king out to his ship.

Kira followed, Jo and Pat with her. As they neared the ship, the side hatch
opened and a

ranp lowered to the grass. At the top of the ranp stood a wonman dressed in a
bright red and

purpl e, skin-huggi ng bodysuit. Her ebony hair was piled on top of her head in
a conplicated

nmesh of braids, twists and weaves, decorated with strings of gold and pearls.
Al mrond- shaped
dark eyes scanned the surrounding | awn and even from a distance, Kira heard
her appreciative
whi stle. “Sonme spread,” she called out to the approaching group, then glided
down the ranp.

Closer, Kira noted the proninently placed blaster in the woman's utility
belt. Milti-

phase, she guessed, and probably not set on stun. The second thing she noticed
was the height of
the wonman’s boot heels - Kira would have toppled fromthat hei ght and broken
her ankle. The
worman, however, wal ked as if in her bare feet. It wasn't until Kira stood next
to the woman that
she realized the probable reason for the boots - even with them she was stil
no nore than 5 3",

hal f a foot shorter than Kira.

“Hey, Raf, ya shit,” the woman yelled. “Who the hell owns this place, the
friggin' Lord

Hi gh Senator hinsel f?”

“He lives just up the street,” Kira said, trying to hide her grin.

“Soni a,” Raf nodded to the woman, “this is Kira Farseaker. Kira, mnmy co-pil ot
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Soni a Shen-

mae.”

“Some pl ace you’ ve got here, Farseaker.”

Kira di pped her head in thanks. “You ve got quite a nice ship there, Sonia.
The Ebi su,

ri ght?”

“You've got it.”

“Mnd if | ask what it neans? Raf wouldn’'t tell ne.”

Sonia grinned. “It’s the nanme of the Buddhist god representing honest toil -
t he
tradesmen’ s god.”

Kira chuckl ed, bowi ng her head in acknow edgenment of the pun

“Where' d you find Raf, anyway? Not exactly your crowd, eh?” Sonia waggl ed her
slim

eyebrows and gl anced around the estate.

“He was...reconmmended.”

Sonia snorted. “He tried to get in your pants yet?”

Kira only hesitated a beat. “I hired Raf for his skills as a pilot. Not for
sex.”

“Smart woman, 'cause piloting is his only real skill, and he’'s still not very
good at that.”

“Ah, cone on Sonia, you know you want ny body,” Raf said through a crooked
grin.

“For scientific analysis only,” she grinned back. “But enough of this shit.
What the hel

are we doi ng?”

“Loadi ng up.”

“Well, then, we better get a nove on.”

“Any sign of the Leeches before you took of f?” Raf asked before Sonia could
di sappear

into the ship.
“Nope. | hid the ship real good, Captain.
ducked back
t hrough the hatch. A nonment later, a rear ranp into the cargo bay opened.
“I like her,” Pat said, grinning up at Kira and Raf.
“Watch her, hacker,” Raf warned. “She bites.”
Pat’ s grinned w dened. “I sure hope so.”

She gave him a nock salute and
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Despite herself, Kira giggled. “All right, you miscreants, let’'s get this
bird | oaded so we

can ki ss Narava goodbye.”

Loadi ng the ship went surprisingly snoothly. Raf’s crew, a m x of humans,
Bi nneans and

droids, helped Kira' s people, speeding up the process i mensely. By

m dnor ni ng, they had
finished with the technical gear. They were readying to | oad personal gear
when David found

her.

The hard col dness in his dark eyes made Kira shiver. “W need to talk,” he
said and took

her arm pulling her off to one side of the open |awn, out of hearing range of
the others. She
t hought of protesting his treatnent, then decided he had the right to be
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angry. And they did need
to tal k.
“When were you going to tell me you were going off-planet - permanently?” he
dermanded.
“Who told you?” she asked just above a whisper
“Sam not that it matters. Wiy didn't you tell me?”
“I...1 didn’t know howto tell you. | thought this way woul d be easier. That
you’ d | ook
back and be grateful | was gone.
“You thought 1'd be grateful ?” He grabbed her shoul ders and jerked her
agai nst him so
that they were nose to nose. “I told you once | wasn't going to be easy for
you to get rid of. D d
you think | was just saying that? | don't make idle threats, Kira.”
“David, | have to go. And you have to stay. There wasn't any point in
di scussing it.”
“No poi nt?” he breathed out incredul ously. “Do you renenber what you said to
me | ast
ni ght, just before you fell asleep?”
Her gaze dropped, a wash of heat flooded her cheeks. “Yes.”
“Did you nean it?” Hs voice was as brutally hard as his grip. Wen she
didn’t answer,
he ground out, “Did you nean it, Kira?”
“l shouldn’t have neant it,” she said, her voice stronger this time. “I
didn’t want to mean
it. But | did.” When she | ooked into his gaze again, her eyes were bright with
unshed tears. “It
doesn’t matter now. But for what it’s worth, | nmeant it. Still nmean it, and
will probably feel this
way for a long tine.”

”

“Say it.” Hi s voice roughened and | ower ed.

“\hy ?”

“Say it, Kira.”

“Fine. | love you. Are you happy now? Crazy as it seens, | |ove you. So
now...” But he

didn't let her finish. He cut off her words of retreat with a heart-w enching
kiss that stole all of

Kira's strength. The tears she’'d tried to hold back trickled down her cheeks.
She wr apped her

arnms around his waist and ki ssed himfor what she was afraid would be the [ast
tine.

When the kiss ended, David continued to hold her close, keeping her head
tucked beneath

his chin with a hand on the back of her head. “You don't have to go,” he said
into her hair. “You

could stay. Let the rest go.”

She shook her head. “I have to go. Wiere we're going, the planet, it’'s...it’'s
a famly

| egacy. But its location is secret.”

“You'll have to tell Raf the coordinates anyway, though?”

“No. 1I'll navigate. Pat’'s already working on a bypass so | can circunvent the
automatic

recordi ng system and have the records w ped clean once we're there and Raf is
safely on the

right route back. Besides,” she raised her face to ook into his eyes, “after
br eaki ng three peopl e

out of GH and shooting Ennoren, |I'ma wanted person now. Even if | had a

choi ce before, | don't
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now.” She hesitated, afraid to speak her thoughts but equally afraid not to.
Finally, she rushed

out the words. “You could go with us. There’s room Enough supplies. You could
cone.”

He | ooked away from her eager gaze, and she knew his answer before he spoke.
She’ d
expected this answer, but she'd hoped for a different one. “Kira, | have
sonething left to do here.

| can’t leave now. |’'ve worked for a long tinme to get to this point, and
have to see it through.”

She pul |l ed away, still keeping her hands on his waist but putting sone space
bet ween
their bodies. “Is this about Ennoren and proof of your sister’s innocence?”

“Partly. There’s nore. Alot | haven't told you.” He fell silent again.

Kira watched the debate in his eyes, the argunent he was having with hinself
over what

he shoul d and shouldn’t reveal. So nuch they still didn't know about each
other. So nuch to

learn, and no tine left. She wanted to tell himto be honest, to tell her al
there was to tell. But

she hadn’t been fully honest with himfromthe beginning. Could she expect any
nore or |ess

fromhin? Ch, but she wanted nore. His full honesty, his conplete trust. And
she wanted to give

her trust in return.

He had hel ped her when she needed it. He didn't have to let Xep into his
mnd, didn't

have to give them secret conmmand codes and accesses into GH so she coul d save
her peopl e.
VWhat el se had Xep discovered about himwhile inside his mnd? What were the
secrets he was

hi di ng? What was he even now debating about telling her?

Fate took the debate out of his hands. Pat streaked across the | awn toward
them brown

eyes wi de, the whites prom nent against his black skin. “Kira, we just got
news!”

Kira stepped out of David' s arnms and faced her best hacker. “Explain.”

“l was nonitoring the conmunications waves while | was fiddling with the
ship's

conputers. Mstly standard traffic, news casts, info relays, that sort of
thing. Then, on one of the
supposedl y non-functioning channels, | start to hear chatter. It's coded, and
so being curious, |

record it. The code was a ball-breaker, but | got it. Kira,” Pat sucked in a
breath, “Daq is stil
alive.”

“What! ?!” Kira grabbed Pat by the shoul ders and brought his face close to
hers.

“Dag is alive. Ennoren was arranging transport to SRC for the Shifter
captured yesterday.
Top secret. No one outside of himself and a few Guards to know. SRC was war ned
to keep the

new acqui sition quiet, too. Not even the Lord H gh Senator is to know about
this, Kira. | nean,
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no one knows!”
“Except us.”
She felt the
cold deternmination in her voice spread through her body. She turned that
determ nati on on

David. “Could this be a trap? After getting in yesterday, would he think us
capabl e of hacking
that code?”

“Pat, what band was it on?” David asked.

“EQT - Zone8.”

Davi d’s bl ack eyes caught in a feral light that nmatched Kira's own nood

“That band is
so restricted and secret that even nost of the senators don’t know about it,”
he told her. “It’'s

Ennoren’s band. Private. He uses it only when he wants the utnost secrecy. The
codes he uses on
t hat band are supposed to be unbreakabl e.
at Pat, who in turn

beamed with pride

“So, you're telling ne he woul d assune no one would be able to break this
nessage

even if it were intercepted?’ she asked, putting a hand on his shoul der to
make him focus on her.

“That’s what I'mtelling you.
wor dl essly between them

She dropped her hands, eyes fixed on a spot past his shoul der

David slid an appreciative gl ance

They shared a | ong stare, understandi ng nmovi ng
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“Pat,” she said over her shoul der, not taking her eyes fromDavid s, “you got
aroute in
t hat nessage?”

“Just managed to open part of it, Kira. Enough to find out Daq was alive and

wher e t hey
were going. Gve nme another half hour, and I'lIl have the whol e thing w de for
you.”

“Do it.” Wth a short nod to David, she turned and headed back to the ship.
She felt hima
step behind her, keeping pace, the energy building in her own body radi ated
out of himlike sun

heat .

“Pat,” David said, “can | get a copy of the nessage when you've got it fully
open?”

Pat, trotting at Kira's side, |ooked to her for confirmation. She gl anced
over her shoul der

at David. His face gave nothing away, but the hungry |l ook in his eyes decided
her. She nodded

her approval to Pat, who eyed themboth with a strange expression but he
didn’t argue with her

deci si on.

When they reached the ship, Pat disappeared up a ranp and Kira bel | oned,
“Where the

hell is Tygran?”

“Ri ght here, gorgeous.
goi ng on?”

“Change of plans. W're not |leaving imediately. As soon as the ship's

”

The pilot stepped from beneath the ship. “Wat’'s
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| oaded, | want to
you to take nost of the crew and hi de sonmewhere for the day.”
“Reason?” Raf was all business now
“Rescue operation. CGotta go get one of ny people back.”
“The dead Shifter?”
“The live Shifter. W' Il rendezvous an hour after sunset, before Lonrach
ri ses. You know
the old wash, just to the east of Capital ?”
“Know it well,” he grinned. “Hid there once or twice in ny youth.”
“Well, don’t hide there now Just neet ne there. And if you' re late, Tygran
you can
forget about your nmoney. Find Jo for ne.”
“You can be a hard woman, Farseaker,” he teased, giving her a salute before
headi ng
toward the ship’s rear ranp.
“You trust him?” David asked when they were al one.
“No. But | trust his greed - I'mpaying hima lot for this flight. And 1’1
have
Jo...guarantee his cooperation
“We can take my vehicle.”
“We?” She slid a sideways glance at him
“I"’mgoing this tine. You need ne.”

She sensed David' s snile

“And?”

He paused a beat, then said, “l need this break.” He turned and | ooked
directly at her.
“It’s a long story that 1'Il tell you when we’'ve got a mnute, but | was
telling you the truth about
trying to get evidence against Ennoren. | just didn't tell you how rmuch | was

| ooking for. O why

| was doing it.”

“Your sister?”

“Only part of it.” He spotted Jo striding toward them Sam Vettine and
Breeanne on her

heel s, and rushed to finish. “Kira, | have to go with you. You can trust nme in
this.”

Jo stepped up to themat that nonment, but David continued to hold Kira's
gaze, waiting
for an answer. She jerked her head in one affirmative gesture and turned her
full attention on Jo.

“Pat found out Daq is still alive,” Kira said, “so we’ve now got a retrieval
m ssion. Jo,

I"msending you with Raf to hide out for the rest of the day after we're
finished | oading. | need
you to make sure he gets to the south wash just after sunset. Hold a blaster
to his head if you
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have to.” At this, her second grinned, anticipation in her violet eyes.

“Sam” Kira turned to the nedic, “I’mgonna need you with us, in case Daq
needs

nmedi cal treatnment.”

“Absolutely,” the ol der nan said.

Kira turned her attention to Vettine, her young face bright and anxi ous, and
Br eeanne,
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eyes clouded with guilt. She debated only a m nute before saying, “You two are
with us. Find
Roger. | want him al ong, too.”
“W won't all fit in the sportster,” David said.
Kira ignored Jo’s sharp glare and the specul ative | ooks fromthe others. “W
can't take
your vehicle anyway,” she said, trying to keep her voice hard.
“\hy 2"
She grinmaced only a little when she said, “lIt needs sone repairs.
“What kind of repairs?”
“A whol e new el ectroni cs system and probably a whol e new engi ne.
H's lower jaw jutted out. “Why?” he asked through cl enched teeth.
This time she did grimace. “1 fried it with a command overri de code when we
wer e
running fromthe Leeches.”
“You fried ny sportster?” He bobbed his head, absorbing the information wth
an air of
cal mthat made Kira nervous. “And is there sone reason you didn’t use the
conmand card in ny
pocket ?”
“Oops.” She tried to grin and failed. “You ordered the doors open by voice
comand, ”
she snapped, trying to hide her guilt with anger. “How was | supposed to know
you had a
conmand card on you?”
He bobbed his head again, stared down at his feet and let out a long, |oud
breath. “Wwell,
then,” he | ooked up, “I guess we take your vehicle.” He grinned, wy and
f or gi vi ng.
Kira alnost giggled with relief. “Jo,” she said, smling up at David,
find Xep for ne.
Say | need a vehicle, and that Daq is still alive. Breeanne, Vettine and Sam
get Roger and then
get us sone weapons. Milti-phase and back-ups. W’re going in |oaded this
time. Tell Xep and
Pat to nmeet me in nmy conputer roomin the mansion. The rest of you join us
when you’' re ready.
Jo, you're in charge of making sure the rest of the gear and passengers are
| oaded. And keep an
eye on Tygran.”
“On ny way.” Jo hesitated, looking as if she wanted to say nore, then turned
and
di sappeared into the ship. Kira took David s hand and pulled himtoward the
house. They had
some maps to |l ook at. And one or two things to discuss.
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CHAPTER 14

The command board in Kira's conputer roomhunmed to life the instant she
entered and

identified herself. A huge screen opposite the board brightened. At her voca
request, a map of

Capital and the surroundi ng suburbs was di spl ayed on the huge screen. “Go to
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hol ogr aphi c
emi ssion. Mark SRC and GH in red,” she ordered. The screen cleared, and before
it a conplex,
t hree-di mensi onal map of the city appeared; the two |ocations she requested
mar ked becanme
bri ght splotches within the blue map.
“Ckay.” She turned to David who was busy studying the map. “In the tine we
have
before the rest get here, you' re going to explain a fewthings to ne.”
David's face hardened for a noment, his gaze turned inward. “This is
i nformation that
could get nore people than just nme killed, Kira.”
“I won't breathe a word. I’'mnot too bad with secrets, you know.”
H's mouth stretched in a wy grin. “l’ve noticed.” But he remrained silent for
a long tinme,
staring at the hol ographic map di spl ayed opposite them “Ennoren’ s excesses
have been suspect
for along time now,” he said finally. “Until the execution of the people
accused of the detector
pl ant bonbi ng, though, it was al ways assuned that his vicious tendencies were
focused on

Shifters.”

“And so they were excusable,” Kira said coldly.

“Yes.” He didn't flinch at her snarl. “You have to remenber, Kira, that npst
peopl e -

including a majority of the senators - believed the scientific ‘' proof’
produced by the SRC. They
told thenmsel ves they had better things to do than worry about the way a few
Shifters were killed
or studied. It was all in the name of self-preservation and science.

“But after the executions, a few people began to see that Ennoren wasn't just
a vicious

killer of Shifters. He's a dangerous nman. Unfortunately, he's got a |ot of
ties to a lot of highly

pl aced people both in and out of the governnent. Wthout hard evi dence of
illegal activities on

his part, it was virtually inmpossible for those suspicious of himto get near
him nuch | ess get

hi m out of the Guard.”

“And so they sent you in.” Kira was beginning to think she understood.
“Because you
wor ked undercover for nost of your career.”

“And because | asked for the assignment. CGetting it was a struggle, actually.
The senat or
who decided to send in an undercover agent was afraid that it would be too
personal for nme, and
t hat Ennoren woul d be suspicious of ne fromthe start.” He shrugged. “I won
the arguments. It
took a couple of years to earn Ennoren’s trust - or at |east enough of it to
get the transfer to his
squad approved.”

“He’s a careful man, David. |'msurprised he trusts you even now.”

“I...1 did a fewthings, things I’mnot proud of now but that were necessary
at the tine, to

earn his trust.” He wouldn’t neet her gaze.

“You killed Shifters,” she breathed, feeling dizzy. She pressed one pal monto
t he

conputer block to steady herself.

He nodded. Then he | ooked into her eyes. “I didn't know either, Kira.

didn’t have any



reason to disbelieve the SRC reports. Even the rantings of ny sister never
convinced ne that the
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Shifters were anything nore than dangerous minics and chanel eons. At one tine,
| fully

believed that they were a threat to human exi stence. And deep down, a part of
nme bl amed t hem
for ny sister’'s death.”

“And now?” she asked, her voice quiet and rough

“Now | know better. | can't regret the job I'm doing, though, Kira. And
killing the

Shifters was a necessary part of this mission. If | get the proof | need,

can stop Ennoren from

killing any nore - people and Shifters.”

She turned away fromhim letting her head droop, her arms hanging at her
sides. “But
the extermi nations will still be |egal,’
be soneone to

repl ace Eain. Soneone just as vicious, just as scared of sonething he can't
under stand and can’t

control.” Her heart hurt. The man she loved had killed Shifters. She dropped
her head back and
stared up at the ceiling.

“I'f I didn't think there was a chance of stopping the injustice, Kira,
woul dn’t do this job.

But | believe there’s a chance. If | can get this one nman out of a position of
power, then maybe
there’'s a chance to change other things, too.”

She shrugged, not optimstic about those changes. Humans were still humans,
inall their

good and bad fornms. And for as nany good people as there might be, there were
enough evi

peopl e to balance themout. “I take it getting proof against Eain has been
difficult?" she asked,
trying to turn her thoughts fromthe know edge that the man she'd fallen in
love with had killed
the very creatures she was racing to save. She turned so that she could see
hi m out of the corner

of her eye, but she couldn’t bring herself to |look directly at him

“He’s very good at covering his tracks,” David said. He | eaned his hip

agai nst the

conput er bl ock and stared down at his hands while he tal ked. “He hasn't |et
enough slip for ne
to be able to arrest himand bring a case against him At least, not in front
of me. But |’ve seen

enough to know t hat he does bypass the | aw when it suits him”

“He takes the exterminations very personally,” Kira nurnured. “Considers the
Shifters

his nenmesis. He's terrified of things he can't control, so he tries to destroy
them | fell into that

category when | filed for a divorce.”

Davi d grabbed her hand and squeezed it tight. “He won’t hurt you, Kira. |
won't all ow

she nurnured. “And there will always
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it.”

She | ooked up at him at the determination in his face. Not |ike Ennoren at
all, she

thought. A different kind of man entirely. It was hard for her to accept that
David had killed

Shifters; just thinking about it hurt her. But the adm ssion changed sonething
bet ween them He

didn’t have to tell her that much, be that honest. He was trying to stop sone
of the killings. Like

her, doing the best he could and accepting the consequences. He took his
risks.

She wasn’t proud of everything she’d done in the past. She’d nade m st akes.
Some she

still found it hard to forgive herself for, like staying with Eain so |ong.

Li ke not stopping the

execution of those accused of the bonbing. Could she forgive David his past?
Coul d she | ove

hi m despite what he’d done, knowing his ultinmate goal was a good one? She
wasn’t sure. But if

she coul d forgive David, then maybe she would be able to forgive herself.

She smled, a slowlifting of the |ips that softened the creases in his brow
then she

brought his hand to her nouth and kissed it softly. He exhaled, lifting the
hair fromhis forehead.

They remai ned by the conputer block, hands clasped, even after the others
started to filter into

the room

Voz and Xep were the first to join them Pat was the |ast. He handed a disk
to David, and

David smiled with a predator’s fervor. The neeting was quick, the air charged
with anxi ety and
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hope. Pat had uncovered the route, but also the biggest problemthey would
face. Two identica
transports had been arranged, noving along two conpletely different paths.
Only Ennoren knew
whi ch contained the Shifter. The final bit of information that Pat nanaged to
gl ean fromthe
nmessage was that Ennoren woul dn’t be acconpanyi ng either group, as he had
ot her business to
attend to.
That bit made Kira's heart thunp faster. “Damm,” she muttered, staring down
at her fists
cl enched agai nst her thighs. “All right,’
at the group again, “I
suspect his other business has to do with ne. That nakes me and anyone with ne
a wal ki ng
target.” She turned to the two Shifters, both of which had shifted to human
formfor the neeting.
“Xep, |I'd like to send two groups after the two different transports, and ||
want one of your line
with each group.” Xep agreed with a slight dip of the head and Kira conti nued.
“The first transport can be anmbushed here the easiest.” She pointed to a spot

she said after a mnute, |ooking up
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on the map.

“But they’' Il be expecting that, so | want the first group to take the
transport here.” Again, she

pointed to a spot on the map, this one less easy to hide and attack from but
not inpossible. “The
second transport has the nost difficult route to anmbush, which nakes ne think
that Daqg is in the

first. We'll need to stop that second transport, anyway. Take them here.” She
st abbed her finger

i nto the hol ogram

Then she turned back to | ook at her small group. “Wapons on stun. Higher

only if

absol utely necessary. |I'd rather we didn’'t have to kill to get Dagq back. Sam
because we don't

know where Daq will be for sure, | want you with the first group. Breeanne,
you' Il lead the

second. Take Roger with you. Vettine, you'll go with Sam”

“What about you?” Vettine asked, her voice rising a notch

“I"mgoing to be playing decoy.”

The roomerupted into a series of protests, but Kira silenced themwth a
rai sed hand.
“Ennoren is nore than likely | ooking for me. He's probably assuned | woul dn’t
conme back to

my own house after yesterday, which is why it hasn’t been raided yet. But he
may be on his way

here even now.” She took a deep breath. “If | can distract him it will give
all of you a nuch

better chance of saving Dag.”

“How the hell are you planning to distract hinP?” Sam asked, his face creased
with a
frown.

“I mght have an idea,” David said quietly. He turned to |l ook at Kira. “But |
don’t think
they,” he jerked his head toward the rest of the group, “are going to like
it.”

“There,” David said, cutting off the transnmission. “It’s all arranged.” He
swiveled in the

chair he' d taken before Kira's comuni cations board and | ooked up at her

“Did he believe you?” She stood at his shoul der | ooking into his upturned
face, gol den

eyes narrowed and nervous. David' s gut twisted with those sane nerves.

“I still think this is the stupidest idea...”

“Sam” Kira warned the nedic, cutting off his tirade with a |ook. “l’ve heard
your

obj ections. The decision was mne. W all take our chances.” She | ooked back
at Davi d.

David licked his lips and net her gaze. “He believed. At |east enough to be
there. The

rough and hasty transnission hel ped, | think. The idea of catching you in the
act of sabot agi ng

SRC was a little more than he could resist.”

“And you don’t think he'll bring nmore than a couple of Guards?”

“I don't think he will. | suspect he’ll want all the glory for himself. It’'s
t he way he works.

He's as vain as he is dangerous. There are only a handful of men he trusts
enough to take with
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himon something like this.” He took a deep breath before adding, “He may not
want this capture

to be nade...public, either. | suspect he has plans for you, Kira. And if he
has to...bend the rules

to take you, he’s not going to want too many w tnesses.”

“But,” Breeanne stepped closer, hands fisted at her side, “why should he
believe that Kira

would willingly take you, of all people, on this type of thing?”

They’ d gone through all of the arguments earlier. David had hedged around
answeri ng

that question. He still hadn't told Kira everything. Should he tell her now?

In front of her people?
Wul d they agree to et her go with himif he told the truth? He knew Ennoren
knew Kira was
the man’s weak spot. It would only take a little encouraging to get himto
slip, to get the

Commander to adnmit to, even boast about his ability to bend the lawto his
will. Maybe push him

into going too far. But David needed Kira' s cooperation to make this work. If
he answer ed

Breeanne’s question, would Kira still agree to act as bait to his snare?

Kira startled himout of his thoughts when she answered Breeanne’s question
hersel f. She

kept her gol den eyes on his face when she said, “Ennoren will believe because
this is what he
sent David in here to do. He sent himto ne to earn ny trust, to uncover ny
secrets. Didn't he?”

This last was directed at David. He hesitated only a nmonent, not entirely
surprised by her

insight. It was one of the things he | oved about her. “He did. He sent me to
find Kira, to earn her

trust, and to arrange to have her captured in the nmddle of commtting an act
of terrorism”

“Chrissake, Kira,
trusting this
virtual stranger with your life?”

Kira hadn’t taken her gaze fromhis face. “I know. And | do trust himwth ny
life.” Her

lips lifted, the faintest of smles, and David felt like his heart would burst
out of his chest, it was

poundi ng so hard.

“Kira?” Xep's quiet voice pulled her eyes fromDavid' s face. David turned to
face the

Shifter also. Both Xep and the other Shifter had remai ned unusually qui et
during the outlining

and execution of David s plan. He'd expected sone kind of objection - from
Xep, at |east.

“Kira,” Xep said again when her attention was focused on it, “we’ve been

di scussing this.

" Breeanne expl oded. “You know this, and you're stil

The plan is dangerous. You will be risking your freedom and safety to decoy
Ennoren fromthe

rescue of Dagq. If you're killed, you |l take the coordinates to Kierna Rhoan
with you.”

“I"ve thought of that, Xep,” she assured him “I1'Il nake sure it’'s left with

one of your
l[ine. Jo will be able to help with the technical part of navigating. If |



don’t make the rendezvous

tonight, you'll still be able to get away.”

“I was sure you' d have a backup,” Xep told her with a faint snile. “That
wasn’'t why |
spoke up. I, and two nore of my line, will acconpany you and David.” He shook

hi s head when
Kira opened her nouth. “We take our chances too, Kira. And you' ve sacrificed
nore, given
nore than you should have to protect us and our secrets. You are as of the
line. We protect our
own.”
David | ooked at the Shifter in silent admiration, wondering not for the first
ti me how he -
how any of the humans - coul d have believed these creatures were primtive,
danger ous beasts.
Xep’s nobility shamed David. “It would be wi se to have backup,” David told
Kira, touching her
arm “But don't forget, Ennoren will have detectors. It mght be better to
have human backup.”
“My line has ways around detectors, David,” Xep said, just above a whisper.
H s gaze shot back to the blue-eyed Shifter. Then he | ooked up at Kira, brow
creased,
eyes questioning. She | ooked at Xep, her head tilted to one side. A silent
m nute passed and Kira
nodded, her gol den-brown eyes turning thoughtful. She | ooked at Breeanne and
said, “Select two
volunteers to go with the each raiding group. Make it clear this is volunteer
only. Voz and Syt
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will go, one with each group.” She turned to David and said, “Xep and two nore
of that line will

go with us. But first, there’'s sonething we have to show you.”

“Kira,” Sam said, desperation edging the older man’s voice, “take a couple
nore peopl e
with you. If Ennoren brings nore than the two or three nen he says he’l

bring,” he glared at

David, “you’ll be in over your heads.”

“I won't risk nore lives than necessary, Sam |f David says there’'ll only be
four Quards

at the nost with Ennoren, then | believe him W can take out four Cuards.”

“I don't like this at all,” Samtold her, stepping next to her and gripping

her shoul der
“It’s too big a risk. W can rescue Dag wi thout you facing Ennoren.”

Davi d wat ched nervously while Kira considered the nedic’s words. A part of
hi m want ed

her to agree with Sam |f she got on that ship with Tygran, she'd be safe from
Ennoren’s
obsessive rage and hate. She’'d also be out of David' s life forever. But she
woul d be safe, and
there was sone satisfaction in knowing that she would be happily Iiving
sonewhere in the

uni verse, out of Ennoren’'s reach. David could always find another way to get
t he proof he
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needed to stop Ennoren
But Kira was David' s best chance at ending this thing with Ennoren. If she
hel ped hi m
now, he could put to rest a mission that had weighed on himfor nore than
three years. And with
the mission finished...He cut off that hope-filled thought before it could
form He didn't want to
accept losing Kira, but he refused to fool hinself into believing they had a
chance at a future
toget her. Wen the chance failed, he would hurt that much nore for hoping.
He stood, bracing hinmself for whatever decision she made. Her gol den eyes
caught his
gaze, held it as she said, “If Ennoren is occupied with trying to take ne, he
won't be worrying
about what’'s happening with Dag. You'll be able to get Dag and get to the
Ebi su wi thout the
entire Guard on your butts.” She snmiled and | ooked back at Sam “And before
the first noon

rises tonight, that ship will be |eaving the atnosphere, clearance accepted,
detector ring safely
behi nd you, no alarns raised by Commander Ennoren. 1’|l see to that.”

There was an edge to her voice when she said the |ast sentence, a quality
that nmade David

| ook nore closely at her profile. Al he saw was deternination and
sel f-assurance. He pushed

asi de his own uncertainty and squared his shoul ders. She’'d made her deci sion
Now it was up to

himto make sure their risk paid off.

“Ckay,” Kira said, exhaling, “it’s about time we set things in notion. Xep,
Davi d and
will nmeet you in the Creek Cavern. I'Il leave it to you to choose the one you
want entrusted with
the destination coordinates.”

Xep nodded and shifted back to its natural formbefore | eaving with the
others. Vetti ne,
the last to | eave, rushed to Kira and hugged her fiercely, whispering
somet hing in her ear before

following the rest. Kira stared after her, a mixture of sadness and tenderness
sof teni ng her

features. David took her hand, squeezed it. “You sure you want to do this?” he
asked now t hat

she didn't have to be a leader in front of her people.

“Yes.” She squeezed his hand in return and said, “Now, | need a quick bite to
eat and

then there’'s somet hing you need to see.
pul  ed her back into

his arms and ki ssed her, deep and soft. The way she nelted agai nst hi m made
his pul se race. He

pushed her back, resisting the urge to kiss her again when she | ooked up at
himw th eyes heavy-

lidded fromdesire. “Wat was that for?” she murnured.

“I needed it,” he told her. “Now, let’'s get you sone food.”

She started for the door, but David
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Davi d had only vague nenories of the narrow cavern room where he'd first
entered

Kira's complex. Brief flashes of stone ceilings and a | ot of people were al
he coul d renenber.
That, and his first sight of the Shifters.

This time, he took in the roommnore closely. It didn't change the shaky

i mges already in

his mind much. It was sinply a long, narrow cavern hewn fromthe rocks of the
nount ai n. The
floor was paved, a snooth transfer fromthe road outside, and a conmand board
was set into one
wal | . Opposite that was a huge retractable door that split in the nmiddle, one
hal f going into the

roof, the other into the floor. The rest was stone.

“Where' d you put ny vehicle?” he asked, pacing the Iength of the room

“I't’s out getting repaired.” Kira smiled at his startled glance. “lI’ve got a
friend who's
willing to do these sorts of repairs quietly and off the Guard-nonitored
records.”

“Why are you bothering to fix it?” He strolled back toward her, taking even,
nmeasur ed

st eps.

“I broke it,” she chuckled. “So | should fix it. Besides, | thought you m ght
need it when
we et you out.’
eyes.
“Unfortunately, it’s not ready yet. But I'Il arrange to have it left sonewhere
for you.”

“You spend a lot of time arranging things, Kira.” He stopped at arnis |ength.
“Someone has to.”

“You don’t have to arrange everything.
she backed

of f one step

“Who else will, if | don t?”

“Jo. Pat. Sam You've got a conpound full of capabl e people here.”

“But I'mtheir |eader. They look to nme to arrange things and sol ve things,
and to nake

sure everything works out right.”

“And when it doesn’ t?” He noved cl oser

She retreated again. “Then they look to me to fix the m stakes. Look, David,

She wat ched hi mcl osing the space between them wi th narrowed

He took one step closer to her, and

i f you think

| get sone sort of kick out of always being in charge, you're wong. | do it
because | have to, and

because |1’ m capable of doing it. 1'd be perfectly happy to sit back and | et

soneone el se nmake al
t he decisions.”

“Whul d you?” He pulled her into his arms, preventing her fromretreating any
nore, and

ki ssed her.

“David,” she pressed against his chest to put sone space between them
draggi ng her 1lips
fromhis insistent mouth, “Xep will be here any minute. W’ ve got things to
do.”

“And?” he asked, eyebrows raised.

“And, we don’t have time for this right now”

“There’s not much tine left for us, period, Kira,” he rem nded her, stroking
t he back of

her head. “I want to take advantage of every nonent.”

She stopped trying to push away fromhim and he recl ai ned her nouth. He



reveled in
the taste of her, the soft feel of her body pressed against his. He ran his
tongue over her teeth,
toyed with her tongue, tried to menorize the scent of her, the taste of her
everyt hi ng about her.

He wanted nore, felt hinself hardening, but knew they didn't have tinme. So he
t ook what he
coul d, enjoying her response as he held her and kissed her.

They didn't break their kiss until a quiet cough interrupted them “Sorry,”
Xep said. The
Shifter had forned a nouth in an otherw se unshifted head, and that nouth was
gri nni ng.

Davi d shrugged off the Shifter’'s anusement, but Kira s cheeks reddened. That
nmade

David grin.
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“I'f you two are through being snug,” she said primy, “there’'re still things
that need to be

done.” She pulled David' s arm tugging hi magai nst one of the cavern walls and
said to Xep, “I
suppose this will be easiest if you just show him”

Xep nodded, stepped to the niddle of the room and shifted.

It took David a full mnute to realize that he'd just wi tnessed the

i mpossi bl e. Yet again.

He had thought he'd seen a lot, learned a | ot since comi ng here. But
this...This was...|npossible.

“How?” he muttered without |ooking away fromthe purple sportster now resting
in the

m ddl e of the cavern.

“Evolution in progress,” Kira murnured. She squeezed his arm trying to get
his full

attention, but David s astonished gaze kept returning to the replica of his
vehicle. “Xep's line has

evol ved, David. They can shift to non-organic fornms |ike machines. Fully
functional nachines.”

“l npossi ble,” David nuttered. Then he | ooked down at her. “They' re only
supposed to

be able to shift to organic fornms. Wen did this happen?”

“Just under ten years ago.” The answer canme from Xep. David' s head swi vel ed
to the

Shifter, once again in natural formbut for the nouth beneath whirling

bl ue-green eyes. “A few
years after the invention of the detectors. Before that, we could hide from
the exterminators well

enough. After the detectors, hiding becanme considerably nore difficult.

“The change took place in sone of us who were already here, in ny line, and
it held in all
those of the line that foll owed. W’ ve always been able to adapt quickly.

Hi di ng, canoufl age,
was the reason we evolved the ability to shift in the first place. The

i nvention of detectors to find

us even when shifted forced another evolutionary step. As nachines, netallic
forms of any kind,
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we can't be identified with the detectors. So we can survive.”

“But how come no one knows? Even Ennoren?” David found hinself staring at
Xep's
shape with renewed awe. Could the creature he was | ooking at now really shift
into a vehicle? A
wor ki ng, novi ng, get-inside-and-drive vehicle?

“W’ ve worked very hard to keep this new adaptation a secret,” Kira said.
“That’'s why

I"mtaking them off-planet. The adaptati on nay appear in other |ines soon. But
the longer it’s

kept a secret, the better chance the Shifters will have at survival. If | can
safely get Xep and his
line to a new home without their new trait being discovered, then it will be

that much | onger

bef ore SRC devel ops sonme way of finding themwhen shifted into non-organic
form?”

“That doesn’t help the organic-only Shifters, though. The ones you’'re |eaving
behi nd,” he

said, his voice com ng out sharper than he’'d intended. He wasn’t trying to
accuse. He was just

still in shock.

“No,” she whispered, “it won’t help them” She took a long breath. “But | had
to accept a

long time ago that | wouldn’'t be able to save all of them | can’t get the
organic Shifters off-

pl anet. The detector rings at the |launch fields prevent Shifters from being
smuggl ed out. Wth

Xep’s line, | can get at |east sone Shifters to a haven and the Shifters can
survive as a speci es.

Maybe as nore |lines evolve...”

“Kira,” Xep interrupted her softly, “don’t.” The quiet rebuke was touched
with a

conpassion that made Kira drop her gaze to the ground.

And David understood. Even with all of her effort, all of the stress, all of
t he

responsibility that Kira took on, she still thought she was failing them
Davi d’ s chest tightened at
t he thought of her pain, her feeling of hel pl essness and i nadequacy. He knew
t hose feelings too
well. After his sister was killed, he’d felt that pain and hel pl essness |ike a
bl aster shot. Over the

| ast three years, having to work for the man who was responsible for Tina's
death and still not

being able to stop him David had grown nuch too famliar with that sense of
i nadequacy, too.
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He hated to think of Kira doing that to herself. But he couldn’t even figure
out how to
overcone the guilt himself, so he did the only thing he could think to do. He
took her into his
arns and hugged her close. “You' re doing nore than anyone coul d expect, |ove,”
he mur nur ed

into her hair. “And in the end, it will be sonething that counts.”
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Her shoul ders rose and fell with each shaky breath. She kept her face pressed
agai nst his
shoul der for a | ong nonent. Wen she stood away from him however, her eyes
were dry.

“Thanks,” she breathed. “Ckay, Xep,” her voice rose as she turned to the
Shifter, “are the others

ready?”

Xep was silent for a noment, then said, “They're on the way now, Kira.”

“CGood. W&'ve got a predator to decoy.”
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CHAPTER 15

Kira tapped the dash of the sportster, trying to diffuse her restless energy.
A questioning

“feel” in her mind rem nded her that the vehicle was Xep. She stopped tapping,
apol ogi zed to the

Shifter and readjusted herself in the seat. She glanced over to see David
grinning at her. “Wat?”

she demanded.

“We still have time, Kira. If you don't stop fidgeting, you re going to drive
Xep and ne

i nsane.”

She stuck out her bottomlip and | ooked out the wi ndow, ignoring his chuckle.
They were

conceal ed behind a thick stand of succul ent bushes and short, |eafy palns, the
road to SRC

clearly visible beyond the palnms. “I hate waiting,” she nunmbled. It wasn’t so
much the waiting,

and she knew it. What she hated was not know ng whether Daq and the others
were all right.

And she wasn’t real pleased with the idea of having to face Ennoren again,
either. Not after the

[ast time.

She turned in the seat again, hoping for a confortable position. Wen she
didn't find one,
she turned the other way.

“Kira,” David said, exasperated, “sit still. Undercover work takes patience.”
“I"mused to doing things,” she grunbled. “Wen there’'s sonething to be done,
| doit. |

don’t sit around waiting to do it.”

“Waiting is what being a decoy is all about.’
her knee.

“But I'msure we could find a way to pass the tine.”

“No,” she told himsternly, “and don’t even consider it.”

“Consi der what ?”

“I know what that [ook in your eyes neans. No. Not now. ”

“When better?” He | eaned across the seat so that their faces were inches
apart. His breath
was warm agai nst her nouth. Wthout her permission, her gaze dropped to his
lips, then flicked

back to his eyes.

“No,” she repeated but with | ess conviction

“Yes.” He covered her mouth with his and silenced further refusal

He reached over and squeezed


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

She rel axed under the tantalizing pressure of his lips, kissing himin return
after a brief

attenpt at resistance. Wen he pulled away, she reached for him curling her
hands in his thick

hair and pulling his face back toward her. He stopped just short of kissing
her again. “Wat were
you like as a child?” he startled her by asking. Rough fingers caressed her
cheek while he studied

her face, waiting for her answer.

“I was...happy. | laughed a lot. | liked people, liked talking to anyone who
woul d tal k
with ne.”

“Did you play outdoors or indoors?”

“Both.” She grinned. “l brought hone enough skinned knees to worry my birth
not her. |

had a habit of clinbing trees along the walls bordering the estate so | could
talk with the

nei ghbors. That resulted in a fewirate calls to nmy parents. They accused ne
of being nosy.” She
opened her eyes w de and hitched one shoulder. “1 never understood it.”

Davi d | aughed and dropped a kiss onto her lips. “lI use to love clinmbing
trees, too. But
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did it to get away from people.”

“\py 2"

Hi s brow creased. “I was al ways nore confortabl e al one.” He shrugged.
“Cbviously, |
got over it.”

“Cbviously.”

David grinned, then flicked a glance at his watch.
t hrough a
quarter of an hour w thout you fidgeting. That wasn't so hard, was it?”
“I's that why you' re good at undercover work? Patience?”
“One of the reasons.”
“You’ ve had to be patient pursuing Eain?”
“Yes. That's one of the hardest things |I've ever had to do on a job.” He
ooked out the
front wi ndow at the pal ns edgi ng the road. “Maybe because this case is nore
personal than any

other |’'ve worked on.”

Kira squeezed his forearm and kissed his cheek. “W' || get the information
you need,

David.” She tried to sound nore assured than she felt. She couldn’t predict
what Ennoren woul d

do when he “di scovered” her and David rigging a power line leading into the
Shifter Research

Center so that it would, supposedly, cause a nmassive power surge, disabling
the entire Center.

She hadn't forgotten David s warning that Ennoren would kill himif he
suspected Kira had

taken himto her bed. And since then, she’'d done so nuch nore than sinply take
himinto her

bed. She’d taken David into her heart. Only two nights ago, she thought in

See, we’'ve nanaged to get
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wonder. It seened
years now. And only nonents

“I'f the Shifters can change to nachi nes, why don't they shift to spaceships
and fly off-
pl anet thensel ves?”

Kira frowned at the question and qui ck change of subject. It took her a
nonent to
process what he’d asked. “They can’t do w thout an oxygen at nosphere anynore
than we can,”
she answered finally, “w thout sone protection. Their cells are still exposed
to the environment
even when they' re shifted.”

“Are you sure?” David noved cl oser, his voice dropping, his look intense. “If
t hey coul d
fly off-planet thenselves, then there would be no reason for you to go.”

“They can’t.” She shook her head when he started to speak. “They can’'t,
David.” Her
eyes msted. Blinking, she cleared away the threat of tears. “One already
tried,” she whispered.

“That one died. It wasn’'t a death | would wi sh on ny worst enemny.”

He cupped her cheek, snoothing his thunmb over her skin, just beneath her eye.
“Besi des,” she said, neeting the sorrow in his dark gaze, “Ennoren would stil
track nme down
here. Things have gone too far now. | can't stay anynore.”

“I don't want to let you go,” he rmurnmured.

Her heart twisted painfully in her chest and sound caught in her throat,
choki ng and thick
She opened her nouth to speak but closed it again, unable to voice the
enoti ons overwhel nm ng
her .

David pulled her into the circle of his arns, nestling her head beneath his
chin. They sat,
hol di ng each other, the pounding of their heartbeats the only sound, until the
fai nt whispery
voice of a Shifter woke Kira from her bittersweet enbrace.

Kira, Gy said again when she didn’'t answer.

Yes. She pulled back from David so that she could sit up straight. She stared
at the road,
afraid to look into his face again.

A Guard vehicle passed Brc two minutes ago, and has just passed ne. W'l
join you in a
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nonent .

Thanks, Gy, Kira thought. Then al oud, “They’'ve just seen a Guard vehicle
pass. Shoul d

be here any mnute.”

Davi d nodded and noved back behind the wheel of the sportster. The Guard
transport

passed a few nminutes later. It was a small vehicle. Only | arge enough to hold,
at nost, five

people. Kira flicked a glance at David and smiled hunorl essly.

When the transport was past their hiding spot, David edged the sportster out
from cover
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and eased it back to the road. Gy stepped fromthe opposite side of the road,
the last traces of

bird feathers folding back into the Shifter’s natural skin. Brc appeared a few
feet farther down
the road. Sliding into the back seat of the sportster, Gy said, | could only
see two in the front
seat. But Commander Ennoren was one of them

“Perfect,” Kira grow ed. “Ennoren is in the Guard transport,” she told David.
“Time to
set a trap.” She |looked at him holding his dark eyes to hers. “You know what
you're going to do
yet ?”

“Not a clue until it happens.” He grinned, cocky and assured. “Just ki ddi ng,
pretty eyes.

|"ve got a plan. But it’'s an adaptable plan.”

“Gonna let me in on any of it?”

He shook his head. “l need you to react naturally. Don't worry. | won't |et
anyt hi ng

happen to you. You' ve got a blaster?”

“Yeah, but | don't see Eain letting ne stand there w thout having ne searched
for

weapons. ”

“You're right. He'll search you for a weapon, and | want himto find one.
Brc,” David

| ooked over his shoulder into the back seat, “could you shift to a bracelet or
sonet hi ng

i nconspi cuous, but that Kira can wear? | need you to stay close to her hand
and, if she needs you
to, shift to a blaster.”
The Shifter nodded its gol den head, not bothering with a half-shift to speak
“David,” Kira said, “they can't kill. Brc will only be able to stun.”
“Doesn’t matter. | want to take Ennoren alive.”
They edged up to the area where the power conduit was supposed to be,
hol ographi cal l'y
di sgui sed anong the bl uegrass and shrubbery circling the perineter of SRC
Kiralifted a palm
sized portable conputer and entered the code Pat had given her. The hol ogram
wi nked out,
| eaving the power conduit exposed.
She sent out a silent word of thanks to the hacker, then set to work renoving
t he
conduit’s outer casing while David set down two titaniumlined steel boxes
next to her. She
i gnored his careful scanning of the surroundings until she’d renoved the
casi ng, exposing the
multi-colored wires and a series of processor chips. Then she gl anced up at
hi m hopi ng her
anxiety didn’t show in anything but her eyes.
The [ ate afternoon was bright with autumm sun, and though the conduit was
| ocated in a
secl uded and shaded spot, Kira felt exposed. Absently, she wondered if she
woul d have risked
coming out in the mddle of the day if she’d really intended to di sable SRC
Probabl y, she
t hought as David handed her a bypass wire Iink fromone of the boxes. Daytine
sabot age woul d
be unexpect ed.
She began the | aborious process of hooking up the bypass |inks, her gut
cl enched and
twi sted. She could feel Ennoren’s gaze on the back of her neck. Tiny prickles



danced over her
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fl esh and al ong her spine, requiring every ounce of her self-control to keep
from shaki ng. She

nearly dropped one of the links and had to firmher grip and sl ow her
breat hi ng. David stood
silently behind her, no outward sign that he was anything but an acconplice to
t he sabotage. She

understood his distance. He could probably feel Ennoren’s gaze, too.

Wiy isn’t he stopping us? Kira thought as she finished the |ast bypass |ink
What is he
wai ting for? She knew he was there, knew he was watchi ng sonewhere near by.
She'd dealt with
this tension before, the anxiety of facing an unpredictable opponent. But it
was worse this tinme.

So much harder to maintain her control

A bead of sweat broke out on her forehead as she accepted a | aser pen and a
trap | ocator
fromDavid. If Ennoren didn’t stop this soon, she would end up disabling SRC
whet her she |iked

it or not. She wasn’'t at all happy with the idea. Disabling SRC systens m ght
have danger ous

consequences, could even cost lives if the wong systens shut down. She hadn’'t
been wor ki ng
for the last four and a half years to destroy lives; she wanted to save them
The | aser pen and | ocator poised before the conduit, she hesitated. How nuch
farther did

Davi d expect her to go? She noved the pen closer but couldn’t bring herself to
activate the | aser.
The faint whisper of a breeze through pal mfronds and high-pitched bird trills
were the only
sounds in the cool afternoon. Under the earthy scent of soil and noist grass,
she detected a hint

of tobacco and spice fromthe nman behind her

“Kira?” David' s voice canme quiet but insistent, urging her to continue even
as it

guesti oned her hesitancy.

Pressing her lips together, she ran the trap |ocator over a purple wire. Wen
the | ocat or

remai ned silent, she set the tip of the | aser pen against the end of the wire
where it connected
with a processor chip. “Try the green wire first,’
barely audi bl e above
the sound of the breeze and birds.

She shook inside, but her hands renai ned steady as she ran the | ocator over
the green
wi re. When she set the pen tip against the wire’s insertion point into the
processor, David

remai ned silent. Kira engaged the laser. A nonentary spark whitened, then
faded away. The

connection between wire and processor had nelted, the chip itself fused into a
usel ess | unp. She
took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowy, and ran the | ocator over

Davi d breathed, his voice
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anot her wire.

“I didn't think you d go through with it in the end,” a too-famliar voice

br oke the
silence. Kira spun, dropping the |ocator and only barely nanaging to hold onto
the | aser pen.

Ennoren stepped out fromthe cover of the shrubs, his blue eyes glittering
with a light that made

Kira's breathing stop. “I had always assunmed there were sonme linmits to your
excesses, dearest.

But | suppose | was wong about that, too.”

Four Guards noved out fromthe bushes, blasters raised and trained on Kira
and Davi d.

Ennoren nodded to one of the men and he stepped forward to search for weapons.
The man was

Kira' s height, though broadly built and of a much pal er conpl exi on. He took
the [ aser pen from

her hand, tossed it to the grass beyond her reach, then | ooked her over, his
gaze sl ow and

assessi ng.

H s mouth quirked up at one corner when he began running his hands over
Kira s | egs.

She focused her gaze straight ahead, trying to ignore the way the nman’s gl oved
hands |ingered on

her bottom and then again on her breasts. If Ennoren wanted her humliated, he
was going to

have to work harder than that.

The Guard plucked her blaster fromher utility belt after a thorough, and
degr adi ng, body
search. He ran a detector over her, David, and the equiprment that they’d
brought with them
When finished, he took a final monent to leer at her, flicked a negligent | ook
at David, and

Top

Page No 92

The Prom se of Kierna Rhoan |Isabo Kelly - 92
wal ked back to Ennoren carrying her blaster on his palmlike a present.
Ennoren took the
weapon, inspected it. Hi s expression, thoughtful and indifferent, never
changed as he fired the

bl aster, at full power, into the Guard' s face.

Deaf eni ng silence followed the sound of the shot. The renmining three CGuards
wer e
wi de- eyed but held their positions, their own weapons never turning fromKira
Kira's |ips parted
wi th an astoni shed exhale. Her first reaction was a shock too deep to all ow
ot her feelings. Her
second was pure, unadulterated fear

But she wasn’t afraid for herself.

Staring into Ennoren’s callous blue eyes, she knew that David hadn’t been
exaggerati ng

about the man's willingness to kill anyone that got close to her. He didn't
kill the Guard because

it would hurt her, or because he felt some distorted formof chivalry. Ennoren
killed the man for

groping her. He killed himbecause he coul d.
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She knew then that if Ennoren suspected David of so nuch as touching her, he
woul dn’ t

hesitate to kill him Panic bubbled up in her throat and cl enched her gut. For
preci ous nonents,
she coul dn’t think through the haze of fear. Ennoren stepped to within arnis

| ength before she

realized he’d noved

Hs still-indifferent gaze fell on David. Kira' s hands fisted at her sides as
she worked to

mai ntain control against the threatening panic. If she reacted wong now, it
woul d cost both her
and David their lives. For one tense and silent nonment, Ennoren studied David.
Kira didn’t dare
turn to look into David' s face, to see what expression he showed Ennoren. And
she could read

not hi ng in her ex-husband’ s eyes.

“Wel | ?” Ennoren said at |last, his enotionless stare turning anused. “Am | to
assume you

have nore evidence, beyond this crimnal act, after your days in the

under ground, O ficer

Cari 0?”

“Maps, command override codes, surveillance vid of the Shifters, keys to
gover nnent

and private comuni cation codes,
hi dden conpl ex.

Sir.”

Kira sucked in a breath. David s voice was cold and nethodical. Still afraid
to | ook at

him she barely recogni zed the deep voice next to her

Her reaction swng Ennoren’s gaze back to her. The corners of his nouth edged
up. Still

| ooki ng at her face, he asked David, “And the | ocation of the conplex?”

“Sout heastern edge of Capital. Beneath the new vehicle parts factory.”
“David!” She couldn’'t stop the outburst, couldn’t keep fromturning to face
him He'd
just given Ennoren and three of his Guards the |location to the new conpl ex,
t he group that would
take over after hers had left. She couldn’t even guess how he'd gotten the

i nformati on. The

| ocation was known to only a few people, and had been carefully left out of
all computer |ogs.

He didn’t flinch at her outburst. H's face was set, the scar on his jaw
still, his eyes
focused straight ahead, his stance stiff-backed and formal. Confusion |urked
at the edge of her

qui ckly deteriorating self-control. Was this part of his plan? O had he
really just betrayed her?
After everything that had been said, everything that had passed between then?
She coul dn’ t

reconcile the face she stared up at now with the man that had ki ssed her and
hel d her |ess than

hal f an hour ago.

Ennoren’s runbling | aughter pierced her, nocked her, but she couldn’t |ook
away from

David’'s profile. Ennoren dropped an arm across her shoul ders, his hand nestl ed
agai nst her neck.

“He’s good, isn't he?” he asked in her ear, hot breath stroking her cheek. H's
free hand rose to

her lips, lining the bottomw th steady sweeps of his thumb, his eyes burning
into the side of her

" David paused. “And the |ocation of their
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face.

And then she saw David's scar junp, watched the brief flicker of his gaze to
Ennoren’s

hand. Her heart thudded in her chest. She knew Ennoren could feel her pulse
where his hand

rested agai nst her neck. He woul d assune the throbbing was caused by fear and
out r age.

Bet r ayal .

He woul d be wrong.

She turned away from Davi d, averting her eyes in what she hoped woul d appear
a

def eated gesture, and concentrated on slowi ng her breathing. She didn't try to
hi de the harsh,
stuttering quality of those deep breaths, however.

“Poor Kira,” Ennoren purred, nmoving back to the Iline of his nen. “You know, |
didn't
think you'd trust himso quickly. That wasn’'t very bright of you, ny dear
You’ ve been able to

outrun ne for years now. | considered you a worthy adversary.” He faced t hem
hi s head cocked
to one side. “Officer Cario nust be very good indeed.”

Kira's head snapped up, eyes flashing at the underlying tone in his voice.

“Did he tell you about his sister?” Ennoren continued conversationally. He
noti oned two

of the Guards to retrieve the equipnment at Kira's feet and return it to the
vehicle. The third kept

hi s weapon | evel ed at a spot between Kira and David, as easy to fire one way
as the other. “He

nmust have nentioned Tina. That woul d have softened you.” Ennoren nodded as if
confirm ng
sonmet hing. “She was a lovely girl. Conpletely innocent, as it turned out.
under st and t hey had
the remains cremated.” He | ooked directly at her. “Not enough left for a
coffin.”

Kira felt her knees weakeni ng. She flexed her leg nmuscles in an attenpt to
coerce them

into supporting her weight. She swallowed hard against the rage and di sgust
buil ding in her.

Ennoren chuckl ed and paced cl oser to the remaining Guard. The man stiffened,
but didn’t alter

his stance or his firmgrip on the blaster

“He | eave that part out?” Ennoren asked. “Well, | imagine just know ng she
was one of
the people | executed would have earned hima place with your group. Usefu
bit of history. Did
he mention his association with Senator Rodriguez?” He stopped just behind the
remai ni ng
Guard and pursed his lips. “Rodriguez isn't all that fond of ne, Kira. He
thinks | take the |aw
into my own hands too often. He isn't out here, dealing with the chaos | dea
with. He doesn’t
understand.” He shrugged. “Not that it matters now. ”
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At her frown, he said, “You didn’t hear? Senator Rodriguez was killed | ast

ni ght. Seens

he was attacked by a band of Leeches. Just outside the Docks. That story has a
famliar ring to it,
doesn't it?”

Kira's knees buckl ed under this blow She stunbled a step forward before
regai ni ng her

bal ance.

Ennoren’s gaze flicked briefly to David, then focused on her again. “Leeches
can be very

cooperative nutants when notivated. Ready with information, for a price. Could
never convince
themto fire a blaster, though. Jones there,” he nodded to the man he' d shot
t hrough the face,

“was a better choice when | needed bl aster and tracki ng work done. Usual ly
good about snap

deci sions.”

He gl anced at the dead man, then back at Kira, perfectly at ease. “I
suspect,” he continued

in that sane conversational tone, as if discussing sone irrelevant news item
“it wll be

di scovered that another anti-government group was responsi ble for notivating
the Leeches to

attack Rodriguez. You know how Leeches are. They need a reason to attack if
there’'s a chance

they m ght get caught.”

“You. ..You had a senator killed?” Kira choked on the words, but forced them
out. She'd
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known for years that Ennoren was vicious, and that he bent the law to suit his
whinms, but to kill a
senator...He’ d gone beyond what even she suspected. And if she understood his
i nnuendo,
Senat or Rodriguez was the man who' d sent David into Ennoren’s squad
under cover. The

realization was a bolt of lightening sizzling through her system hissing the
war ni ng that David
was i n danger.

Ennoren rai sed both eyebrows in nock surprise. “Me? Wwuld | do sonething |ike
t hat ?”

He smiled. “But of course, you don't understand the conplexities of my job,
either. The

pressures placed on ne by sonme of the senators. |’mresponsible for a |ot,
Kira. | keep this planet
safe fromthe Shifters, and from people like you. People who woul d subvert the
order of things.
And if a senator or two gets in nmy way, then it’'s also for the good of the

pl anet to elimnate
them”

“The Lord Hi gh Senator woul d never have approved...”

“That idiot!” Ennoren expl oded and the Guard standing in front of him
flinched. “He

can’'t see the undercurrents ripping at his own househol d nonet hel ess bring
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order to the chaos

| oomi ng over an entire planet.’
cl enched. Lowering his

head and cl osing his eyes, Kira watched as he fought for self-control

Her gaze jumped to the |laser pen, laying in the grass only a few yards away.
But the
Guard altered the nose of his blaster so that it pointed meaningfully at her
chest.

Hs lips curled up in a snarl, his fists

“Enough,” Ennoren nuttered harshly, his head still bowed. “You and your
entire group of
alien snugglers will be taken before the High Courts, Kira.” He | ooked up

again. “Or shall |

keep you out of it? |I'm sure an arrangenment could be reached.”

Her breat hing canme fast and shallow as she glared at him snarling her answer
when her
voi ce failed her.

“Very well,” he hissed. “You'll die like the rest of them And it won't be
pl easant, Kira.

lt...”

A muffled grunt fromthe direction of the Guard transport stopped Ennoren

m dsent ence.

He |istened a minute, then pulled Kira’s blaster fromits place in the front
of his utility belt.

“You,” he said to the remaining Guard, “check up on the others. 1'Il make sure
these two stay
where they are.”

The Guard di sappeared into the surroundi ng shrubbery. “Did you bring backups
after

al I ?” Ennoren asked, notioning vaguely with the blaster. “Shifters? Wuldn't
that be an irony!

But | checked the area before you arrived. If they' re out there, they nust
have fol | owed behind
you. Very good, Kira.” One side of his mouth crooked upward. “Maybe | didn't
overestimate
your abilities after all.”

“Commander ?” David's voice captured Ennoren’s attention, pulling it away from
Kira

for a brief, blessed nonent. “Was Jones the one that shot ne? Qutside the
Docks?”

Ennoren grinned. “Of course. A brilliant piece of inprovisation on the man's
part. Perfect
way to get you on the inside. Kira would have been a cold bitch indeed to

| eave you bl eedi ng and

def ensel ess agai nst the Leeches.” He | ooked back at Kira. “Has she shown you
how t ender and

caring she can pretend to be, Oficer Cario?”

When David didn't answer, Ennoren flicked hima brief, speculative gl ance,
then focused

his attention on Kira again. Al three fell silent, waiting. The Guard
returned a few minutes |ater

He shrugged, shaking his head. “Nothing,” he said. “The other two are waiting
in the transport.”

Ennoren | ooked at the man through narrowed eyes, his nouth drawn out to a
thin line.

“Well. Then | suppose we should be going.” He looked into Kira's eyes. “After
one fina

problemis elimnnated.”
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Before Kira could react, Ennoren turned the blaster and fired.
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CHAPTER 16

Ennoren stared at the young Guard for a minute after he'd fallen, a gaping
hol e where his

chest had been. The man’s dark eyes were still w de, though clouded and
lifeless. Ennoren’s

brow creased. “Hmm ” he nuttered. “Perhaps | did overestinmate your talents, ny
dear.” Anot her

shrug of indifference.

“Now,” he faced Kira and David again. “I think it’s time we left. 1’ve got an
anti -

government conplex to raid.” He smiled, turned his back on them and began
wal king in the

direction of the transport. Kira's gaze flicked to the |aser pen again. She
st epped forward.

Ennoren turned around. Their eyes | ocked.

Kira felt David at her shoul der and wondered what he would do, if he had a
pl an. Wuld

he all ow Ennoren to take her all the way to GH? Wul d Ennoren even take her to
Gener al

Headquarters?

“Yesterday,” Ennoren said, his voice low, “l thought, for one instant, that
you woul d kil

me. It was a shock to realize you had that in you, Kira. You ve never killed
anyone before, have
you?”

“No. "

“Wul d you like to now?”

Her brow furrowed. “Wat?”

Ennoren nodded to David. “He betrayed you. He's responsible for your capture
and the
future destruction of your entire group. I'd want to kill himif |I were you.”
“W’' ve al ways been different about our approach to life, Eain.” She pressed
her |ips
together in an attenpt to keep themfromtrenbling.

“True.” He paused, licked his lips, his gaze flickering over her. “Wat would
drive you to

kill, 1 wonder? Destroying a Shifter? That al nost pushed you to kill.” He

| ooked at Davi d.

“Wwuld killing your |lover push you all the way?”

The shots were fired seconds apart, even before Kira realized Ennoren had
raised his

bl aster. She screaned, startled as nmuch as scared, and turned. David had gone
down on one knee,

his side to Ennoren, his head bowed. She dropped to her knees beside him
hands on his
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shoul ders. *“Davi d?”

“Just nmy arm” he nuttered, and she heard the pain in his voice.

Her head swung back toward Ennoren. The tree just to the left of his head had
a bl aster

hole in it. He hadn’'t moved. “Wiy?” she grow ed.

“I didit for you, my dear. He betrayed you.”

“You betrayed ne.”

“Did 1? Should I turn the blaster on nysel f?” He chuckl ed.

“Dam you, Eain.”

He cocked his head to one side. “Mve out of the way, Kira.” \Wen she

remai ned where
she was, half bl ocking David, Ennoren shouted, “NMovel”

“No. "

“I't wasn’t bad enough that he was sent into ny squad to spy on ne, to try to
stop e
when what | do is for the good. But he had to have you, too. He did, didn't
he? | warned him but
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he seduced you anyway.”

“Maybe | seduced him” Kira stood, nmoving fully in front of David.

“Kira,” David whispered, “don’t.”

She ignored him her attention entirely on her ex-husband now Ennoren’s face
was

contorted with rage, sharpening the already harsh angles of his face,
narrowing his eyes to slits,
thinning his mouth to an inperceptible line in his face. She never | ooked
away. Hi s anger | ashed

out at her in near-tangible waves. She faced it, and prepared for what was to
cone.

“Do you love hinP” Ennoren whispered.

“Yes.”

He raised the blaster, pointing it at her chest. She lifted her chin, flexed
her right forearm

and rai sed her hand. The bracelet circling her wist shifted to a blaster. A
bl aster she pointed at

Ennoren. He stared at the weapon, frowning.

“Ei ther Jones didn't search you as thoroughly as he should have - and | doubt
that very

much - or...” H's eyes widened. “No. It’'s not possible.”

“OfF course it is, Eain,” she said. “Anything is possible.”

“No!” He straightened his armand fired.

Too | ate.

Kira watched himcrunble to the ground, watched the blood that sprayed from
hi s chest
and mout h. Nothing. She |ooked at the body of a nan that had once been her
husband, and she
felt nothing.

She | oosened her hold on the blaster, then gently set it on the ground. Brc
shifted back to

natural state, eyes whirling a wild purple. But when it | ooked away fromthe
body, its eyes
softened and blues and greens swirled back in with the purple. Kira | ooked at
the Shifter, sad but
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understanding. In the nmonents before she’'d fired, she’'d wanted Ennoren dead.
Wth every cel

in her body, she’d wanted the blaster to fire a killing blow- to keep him
fromreveal i ng what

he’ d just discovered about the Shifters. And though it hurt, she knew Brc had
want ed the sane.

The line’'s secret was safe again.

“Kira?” David stood and Kira rushed to help him His left forearm was

bl eedi ng, the

edges bl ackened fromthe force of the blaster. H's face was pale. He | ooked at
the dead man, then
to the Shifter. “Thank you,” he said.

Brc bowed its head.

Crunchi ng brush and branches swung their attention back to the shrubbery
behi nd

Ennoren’ s body. The two remai ni ng Guards stepped out, |ooking fromEnnoren to
Kira, Brc and

David. Kira held her breath.

“I'f you're smart,” David said, “you’ |l throw out your weapons. Maybe you’'l
only get

accessory to treason.”

The Guards | ooked at each other. “1 don’t think that will be necessary.” And
t hen they

shifted - Gy to natural form Xep to natural formbut for a nouth.

“The Guards?” Kira asked when the two Shifters had joined them

“Dead,” Xep confirned.

“I"’'msorry.”

“Bvolution in progress.”

She coul d only nod.

Xep turned whirling eyes to the deepening blue of the sky. “W should go if
we want to

nmake the rendezvous.”

“Yes.” Kira secured her hold on David' s waist, then led the way back to the
r oad.
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At the roadside, David stopped and turned her to face him He | ooked deep in
to her eyes,
a crease form ng between his brow. He opened his nmouth, closed it, swall owed
audi bly, and tried
again. “Kira...Thank you.” He |eaned over and kissed her, so gently it hurt
her heart. “Take care

of yourself.”

Her chest constricted and her mouth dried. She clutched his uninjured arm
“1” m not

| eaving you yet. You' re wounded. You need hel p.”

“You don't have tine.” He glanced at the sky. Red colored the horizon. A
faint, cool

breeze lifted a tendril of hair fromhis forehead. “l’ve the proof | needed,
for what it’s worth

now. It will force further investigations, at any rate. And we’'ll be able to
access Ennoren’s

personal |ogs and records. | have you to thank for that.” He reached up and

cupped her cheek
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“You. ..l thought, for a monent, that you believed him”
She turned her face to his palmand kissed it. “I believed you. | trust you.”
He smiled, a crooked half-snmle that stretched his scar. “Xep,” he said
wi t hout | ooki ng
away fromKira, “take care of her.”
“How wi | | you proceed?” Xep asked, golden head tilted.
“I"I'l use the commsystemin the Guard transport to call this in. 1’ve got
t he whol e thing
recorded - hidden pocket-cam Right up to the point where Ennoren shot nme. The
rest 1'll have to
relate via eyewitness account.” He slid a grin to the Shifter. “Good thing
had a spare blaster in
nmy boot, wasn't it?”
Kira heard Xep's chuckle in her mind as well as with her ears. “Yes,” the
Shifter said. “A
very good thing.” After a pause, Xep said, “W'll wait up the road, Kira.
Where no one ni ght
accidentally see the shift. Come when you' re ready.”
Kira and David renained silent until they were alone. Then Kira nurnured,
“You coul d
come with us now.”

“I"'mnot finished yet. There’ll be an inquiry into the situation. I’'Il have
to be here for
that.”

She | ooked at the ground between their feet. “I know”

“I don't want to say goodbye. | don't want to think this will be the |ast
time we see each

other.” He lifted her chin. “Tell ne we’'ll see each other again. Even if it’'s
a fantasy. 1’|l believe
you.”

Kira sucked in her bottomlip, tasting the salt of tears. “W’Il see each

ot her again.” She
reached behi nd her neck, untied the |eather thong and pulled out the two tags.
“Renenber the
tapestry in ny father’s study? It's still there. A cousin will inherit the
house, but |’ m sure she’l
let you in to see it. Show her these,” she handed himthe tags, “and tell her
| sent you.” She
pressed against him kissing himfiercely. Then she stepped away. “Cone when
you' re ready,
David Cario. I'll be waiting for you, when you find the way.”
She foll owed after Xep, her shoul ders shaking with ragged breaths, tears
flowing freely
down her cheeks. She was al nost beyond his sight when she turned. He stood,
hi s hand covering
the wound on his arm watching her |leave. “lI |ove you, David,” she shouted.
And then she wal ked away.
The Ebi su was waiting for them when they arrived. Xep shifted fromthe
nondescri pt
nodern vehicle back to its natural state to board. The three Shifters were
swept up by several of
Kira's people and led to the cargo bay where they would shift to netallic
storage boxes until the
ship was away from Narava.
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Jo waited at the hatch with the others. She studied Kira's red, puffy eyes.
“You’ re not
i njured?”
“No. Daq?”
At that Jo smiled. “Safe and sound in the cargo bay. Received quite the
wel cone hone,
too.” Jo’'s snile faltered. “I hate to tell you this now, but you should know,
Vettine was injured
during the rescue. Took a blaster shot in the leg. She’'s all right,” Jo
hurried when Kira' s eyes
wi dened. “She’s in the infirmary. Sam says she’ll have to be placed in stasis
for the journey, but
she woul dn’t let himput her under until she nmade sure you got back okay.”
“Take nme to her, please.”
The ship shuddered around themas it lifted off the ground and headed toward
the | aunch
pads. The lighting was dimed to a bluish glowin order to cut dowmn on energy
drains while
flying inside a planetary atnosphere. Kira hoped it woul d di sgui se her tears
and puffy face from
Vettine. Though she was worried about her, Kira trusted Jo’'s assurances t hat
she woul d be all
right. But she didn't want Vettine to be worried about her as she went under
stasis for the
j our ney.
“Kira, what happened wi th Ennoren?”
“He’s dead.” Enotional exhaustion made Kira s voice bl and.
Jo nodded. *“And Davi d?”
“He’ Il make sure the truth comes out. About Ennoren. | assunme there'll be an
nvestigation.”
“The Shifters?”
“Have found a new advocate.”
Jo | ooked sideways at Kira. Kira neet her second s gaze. Jo nodded again, and
t hey
wal ked the rest of the way to the infirmary in silence.
The trip to Kierna Rhoan took two weeks, ship time. Kira had the course
nmenori zed, had
| earned to navigate this journey froma young age so that, as her father had
told her, she would
al ways have a place to go. She concentrated on navigating and tal king with her
peopl e,
di scussing the future. Only when she tried to sleep did the days before they
| eft encroach on her
t houghts, and coffee-dark eyes haunted her dreans.
When t hey dropped bel ow war pi ng speed at the edge of the Kierna Rhoan system
t he
entire group gathered around external view screens, straining for a first
glinpse of their new
hone. Kira felt her heart swell. They'd nade it. Kierna Rhoan, the |egacy, the
gift left to her
fam |y by Nathanial and Brigit Farseaker. The ring-circled blue and green
pl anet was everything
she’ d dreaned it would be.
The Ebi su entered the northern hem sphere of the planet, following Kira's
gui dance, and
| anded at an ancient but serviceable | anding pad at the center of a snall
val l ey. Surroundi ng the
val l ey, tropical rain forest stretched over low hills and m st-covered soil



The trees stretched tall
and thick toward the blue sky, towering giants of Kierna' Rhoan

The instant the hatch opened, the ship enptied, as humans and Shifters alike
swar ned
into the warm noist dawn. Sweet, heady flowers scented the air and col ored
t he green backdrop.

Unknown animals and birds filled the valley and forest with nmusic to rival any
synphony.

“It’s perfect,’
ship. “Beauti ful
and perfect.”

Kira smiled at the girl. “It has its dangers, little sister,’
t hey stepped onto

Vettine cooed, |leaning on Kira as they descended fromthe

she warned as
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t he cracked paving of the landing pad. “There are a few big predators in that
forest, and severa

active | ava vol canoes on this continent.”

Vettine grinned. “Perfect,” she said.

They wal ked slowy to the edge of the |anding pad, Vettine |linping on her
injured |eg

and still weak fromstasis. The others were standing in the thick viridian
grass, Sone even

renoving their boots to dig toes into the rich, black soil. Xep trotted to
Kira, a human nouth

grinning at her. | think I'll get fat here, Xep told her, turning to survey

t he surroundi ngs. The air

is sothick with nutrients and sweet new “flavors.” W' Il have to readjust our

nutrient intake.

I"’msure it won't hurt you to thicken your cells a little, Kira teased.
“Xep,” Vettine said, “what do you think of the new hone Kira has given us?”
“I think it’s perfect,” the Shifter answered through the human nout h.
“Told you so,” Vettine said, her snile glowing as bright as the yell ow sun
ust cresting
the horizon, flooding the valley with Iight.

As evening fell over the valley, Kira stood at the landing pad to say a fina
farewell to

Raf and Sonia. She'd entered coordinates into the navigation systemto get
them back to faniliar
space. Fromthere, they'd be able to go wherever whimand profit |ed.

Kira hugged the Ebisu’'s brash co-pilot farewell. “Do ne a favor, Farseaker,”
Soni a said

before stepping onto the ship’s ranmp. “Take care of that hacker. He's not so
bad.”

“I"I'l do that, Sonia.” Kira waved as the wonman di sappeared into the ship,
t hen she turned
to Raf. “Thank you.”

He grinned. “Was | worth the fee?”

“Every bit of it.”

Raf pulled her into a quick, tight hug, then held her by the shoul ders at
arnms length. He

ducked his head so that they were eye to eye and said, “Are you positive
you' || be okay?”

“Yes. But...” She faltered, her breath catching.

—
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“l should be making a stop at Narava within the next few nmonths. 1’11 check
on himfor
you.”

She | aughed despite the tear that slipped down her cheek. Raf kissed the tip
of her nose,
then placed a soft kiss on her lips. “Take care, Kira Farseaker.”

Kira stood beyond the |anding pad, braced against the buffeting winds of the
Ebi su’ s
takeof f, and watched as their last link with the outer universe |eft

Ki er na’ Rhoan.
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CHAPTER 17

David's heart hanmered painfully. He'd waited so long for this noment, it was
hard to

bel i eve he was here. Six nonths, Narava tine, wasn’'t really that long; but it
had felt Iike an

eternity. Now fear kept himfrozen on the edge of the |anding pad. How nuch
time had passed
for her? Wuld she be glad to see hin? Was he naki ng the bi ggest m stake of
his life?

He took in the towering trees of the surrounding forest, the noist air -
chilly but not cold,

even though it was the height of Kierna Rhoan’s winter - the cacophony of bird
and ani mal song,
the faint scent of flowers. He couldn’'t deny the beauty of the place. But
there was only one thing

on Ki erna’ Rhoan Davi d needed.

“What are you waiting for?” Raf said, pushing David forward. “lI go to all the
troubl e of

conm ng to this godforsaken planet again, hand over my nav-systemto yet

anot her amateur, and
you're standing there |ike a power-drained droid! Get going. The village
shoul d be just at the top

of that ridge.” Raf pointed past David' s shoulder to a hill west of the

| anding pad. “W' Il be

al ong as soon as we unload the supplies.”

David turned to the snuggl er, nodded once, and headed toward the ridge. As he
near ed
the patch of forest, the deep beat of druns and hi gh whistle of pipes reached
him d oser, he

could snell snmoke froma wood fire. He stepped into the edge of the forest,
giving his eyes a

chance to adjust to the shaded |ight. The nusic seened to cone fromdirectly
in front of him

Under the nusic, he heard a laugh. A familiar, soul-rending |augh, just to
his left. He
foll owed that sound, ignoring the music. The laughter led himto a clearing,
covered with short

grass and dotted with yell ow bud flowers. A path of stones |ed through the
center of the clearing,

over a thin purple-blue stream to an enornous tree.

At the foot of the tree, dressed in a soft creamdress that hugged her upper
body but
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swung free around her |egs, stood the owner of the |laugh. The woman who had
captured his
heart. Her back was to him but he knew her. Her anber hair was |onger, the
gold and few
streaks of red stronger now than the brown. In one hand she carried a basket
filled with an
unfam liar yellow fruit.
He froze, staring, heart racing, breath raging. She was talking to a man
Davi d recogni zed
fromthe conpl ex on Narava. A handsone young man whose face glowed with
sun-touched
color, his blond hair bleached al nost white. He made an extravagant hand
gesture, and Kira
| aughed agai n. The kind of |augh that only one free of concern and pressure
coul d i ndul ge in.
The sight ripped at sonething deep in David. Had she forgotten hin? Wuld she
resent
hi s appearance in her new life as a painful rem nder of things better
forgotten? Could he risk
di mming the gl ow that enanated from her? He took one step away from her and
couldn’t go
farther.
If she turned himaway, he would | eave with Raf. But he had to know if what
t hey shared
was still there, if they had a future. He had to know if she still loved him
He wal ked toward her, just crossing the stream when she turned and noticed
t he
newconer. Watching her face, he saw the instant of recognition in her gol den
eyes, the slight
parting of her nmouth in surprise. She soundl essly nouthed his nane and dropped
t he basket. The
young man standing with her frowned at David, then recognized him too, and
made a quiet,
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hasty retreat into the surrounding forest.

David stopped at armis length fromher. He ached to hold her, but fear kept

hi m di st ant .

“Kira,” he greeted her

“You found us?” Her chest rose and fell with her qui ckened breath.

“I stared at the tapestry for a long tine before | realized the stars were
different fromthe

ones in Narava's sky. Then the codes on the tags made sense.” He pulled the
tags from beneath

his collar. He’'d kept themon the | eather thong and worn them ever since she'd
given themto

him “Your great-grandparents were snmart.”

Her mouth inched up in a hesitant smle. “I’ve always thought so. How. ..Wo
br ought
you?”

“Tygran. He showed up on Narava a nonth ago - Narava tinme. We had a drink and
struck

a deal .”

“I didn't even hear the ship land,” she whispered, a frown creasing her brow
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“I'f I"mbothering you, | can go back...”

“No!” She reached a hand out, then dropped it to her side. “lI can't believe
you're really
here.” She shook herself. “I’msorry. You nust be tired. Wuld you I|ike

somet hing to eat or
drink, nmaybe?” She pointed to the tree behind her. “My home is up there.”

He | ooked up, surprised to see a small wooden dwelling built in the branches
of the tree

It was far froma primtive construct, but it was also not the mansion she'd
grown up in. The

house appeared to be separated into several levels, built around the tree’'s
natural curves. “How
do you get up there?” he asked.

“There’s a lift at the opposite side of the tree. It’s a sinple
rope-and-pulley rig with a
counterwei ght, but it’s better than clinbing stairs all the time.” Her grin
was huge, if still self-
consci ous.

“I ama little thirsty, but I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“You're not.”

They both fell silent, neither noving.
“l heard nusic when | got to the forest,’
broke his

nerves. “Are you cel ebrating?”

“They’'re practicing. For a concert. Vettine organized it. It’s tonight.”

He nodded, still uncertain howto react. He doubted his logic and even his

i nstincts when

it came to Kira. She stood so close, a vision in her creamdress, her hair
brushed by the coo

breeze. So close. He'd dreanmed of her every night, ached for her, and now she
was within arms

reach. And he didn't dare touch her

The sil ence buil ding around them was shattered suddenly by a loud call.
“Kiral” Vettine

burst through the woods into the clearing. “Raf’s back. Did you hear?” The
girl stopped short
when she noticed David. “Oh. | guess you did.” She smiled and inclined her
head in greeting. “I
won't bother you, then. I'’msure you both have catching up to do. I'Il see you
at the concert
toni ght ?” she asked David, pale brows raised expectantly.

“Cf course.”

Her answering smile renm nded David of the fairies fromthe tales G anny
McQuire use to
tell him “Kira,” the girl turned, “you’ll be on right after Paul’s solo.”

Davi d said when the tense qui et

“I won't mss ny cue, little sister,” Kira assured the girl. Vettine di pped
her head, then
left them al one again, a grin still lifting her cheeks.

“Little sister?” David asked, thinking it a strange pet nane.
“Vettine is ny half-sister. You didn’t know that? She did get nore of her
not her’ s | ook
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“l never guessed. You're playing in the concert tonight?”

Her cheeks col ored and she dropped her gaze. “1 have a solo.”

“What instrunent?” Her bashful admttance dinmred his fear, and he took a step
cl oser.

“Flute.”

“I love the flute.” H's step put himclose enough to feel the heat radiating
from her body,

to snmell a hint of wildflowers in her hair

“I didn't know you liked music,” she nmurmured, her gol den gaze now | ocked
with his.

“Passi onate about it, actually. Just never had the tine to |l earn an

i nstrument.”

“I"’mnot very good. But | love to play.”

“I"’msure you' re wonderful.” He reached out and cupped her cheek w t hout

t hi nki ng. Her

skin was soft and suppl e beneath his rough fingertips.

“David...”"

“Before you say anything,” he interrupted, rushing to say what he needed to.
“l1 have

something | have to tell you.”

“The Shifters?” Her eyes widened. “Are they all right? Is the new conpl ex
still working?
What happened?”

The tunbl e of her questions and the panic in her eyes pushed himto answer.
“The

Shifters are fine in general. Congress has reconvened to ‘re-exam ne the
necessity and ethics of
the exterminations.’” It mght be years before they make the killing of
Shifters illegal, but at |east
the hunt has been called off for the monent. Those of your people that stayed
on Narava are
wor ki ng with other Shifter advocacy groups to get new | aws passed - now t hat
those laws will be

considered. But...Kira nost people are still afraid of the Shifters. They have
a long way to go.”

“Have they di scovered about Xep's line?”

He shook his head, noving his hand from her cheek to the curve between her
neck and
shoul der. “That adaptation is still secret. So is the location of your group’s
conpl ex.”

She smled and | et out a slow breath. “And you? What happened with you?”

“lI got what | wanted. My sister’s nane has been cleared, along with the

ot hers who were

executed. The matter is still under investigation, though. There's still no
cl ear evidence to

i ndi cate who set the bonb. Suspicions have turned toward Ennoren. |I'mafraid
he took the brunt

of the blame for...well, for everything that’s being unearthed. There were

ot hers invol ved, highly

pl aced people in the governnent. But Ennoren can’t identify themnow, and a
| ot of senators are

nmore than willing to let the issue die with him”

“I"'msorry,” Kira said, her golden eyes w de.

“\ihy 2"

“Because we stopped one man, but so many nore got away.”

“They’re for soneone else to catch. | did ny part. You did yours.” H's hand
slid behind

her neck so that his fingers twined in her hair. “But none of that is what |
flew all the way here to
tell you.”



“Ch? What, then?”

“l forgot to say this before you left. |I didn't want it to remain unsaid.” He
dropped his
hand back to his side and sucked in a lungful of air. “I love you, Kira. |

need you to know that. |
realize that, after all this time, you may not feel the sanme about ne anynore.
| was afraid

woul dn’t feel the same once | got here, either. And | was right. | don't fee
t he sanme. Seeing you
again, | realize |I love you so nuch nore than | thought | did.”

She let | oose a small gasp of air and swayed back fromhim Then she cupped
his face in
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her hands and ki ssed him David' s world erupted into color and song. He
wrapped his arms

around her waist, pulling her against himso fiercely she gasped. But he
couldn’t relax his grip
just yet. He poured all the passion and |onging and love that swelled in his
chest into their Kiss,

trembling with the strength of it.

“You'll stay?” she breathed into his nmouth inbetween kisses. “You won’t nind
l'iving

here, isolated fromthe rest of the universe?”

“l have all | want in the universe right here in ny arnms.” He kissed her
agai n.

Through the trees, the energetic trill of pipes and the pul sing beat of drums

swirled in the

fragrant air, blending with the swoosh of breeze-bl own | eaves and the thuddi ng
of two |overs’

hearts.
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PROLOGUE

You are about to delete the files, the conputer said. Kerra had nuted the
calm
cul tured, maddening voice. Still, the words echoed hauntingly in her mind
Del ete the
files. Such a cold, unfeeling phrase. Destroying her work was |ike ripping out
her own
still-beating heart. Still, what choice had they left her?

Had they really believed she would not find out? O thought she woul dn't
care?

Pl ease reenter password and personal identification code for confirmation.
Kerra's fingers flickered over the keypad. The warni ng wi nked out only to be
repl aced by an equally soull ess nessage. Access approved. Files del eted.
Kerra cl osed her eyes, leaning her head wearily back against the chair’s
headr est .
So far, so good. But this was just the beginning.

She needed to find every backup, every note she’'d nade, every last trace of
her
research into neural biosynthesis. But the | onger she |lingered, the deeper she
del ved into
the systenis protected | evels, the greater the chance her tanpering would be
det ect ed.

It took hours. Kerra used to get lost in her work, time passing unnoticed.
Toni ght
she felt the passing of every second.

Kerra bit her lip, tasting blood, as the warning flashed one |ast tinme. Her
hand
trenmbl ed so hard she missed the delete key tw ce before naking the final
fatal stab.

Now her work was fi ni shed.
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CHAPTER 1
Aden coul dn’t renenber the last time he’d been this drunk. Then again, he
couldn’t remenmber the last time he’d felt such a driving need to kill as many

brain cells

as possible. Sure, spending what few credits he had left on putrid-snelling
booze in the

seedi est, slimest excuse for a tavern to be found on this sorry ball of rock
was a pretty

stupid thing to do, but what was one nore act of idiocy on top of everything
el se?

Vaia’'d warned himnot to take this job. Said anyone who accepted a contract
to
run contraband into the Divras systemwas | ooking for an early, forced
retirement w thout
pension, if not an early grave. He’'d | aughed. Told her she was getting old and
sof t.

Ha! The only thing getting soft was Aden’s head. By a mracul ous conbination
of skill, daring, and blind luck, he'd nanaged to land his ship in one piece
after a shot
froma Divran security ship took out his main drive. That had been the | ast
bit of luck
he’d had. Thank the stars the nature of the illegal shipnent had been
rel atively benign,
and they’ d considered seizing his ship, weapons and docunents enough

It could just as easily have been his life or his freedomas his ship, he
realized
darkly. You' re pushing the odds, said a voice in the back of his head. Pushed
‘emtoo
dammed hard, this tine. Half the snuggl ers working back when Aden started out
wer e
ei ther inprisoned or dead now, the ones who weren't nostly retired.

Aden shook off the thought. Dammed if he was going to hang it up when he
hadn’t even hit forty.

He m ght not have a choice, now, he knew. Stuck on a planet where the
government controlled everything fromcomerce to the sciences to where people
wer e
allowed to pee, a guy like himwas as good as in prison. He still didn't know
how t hey’ d
found himout. H's fal se papers had been prepared by the very best in the
trade, his cargo
hold rigged to give false readings if scanned. Still, those damed security
boats had been
sitting there when he canme in just as if they' d been waiting for him

“Right, Locke. First stupidity, now raging paranoia. Face facts. You got
caught
because you’' ve lost the edge.” He glared balefully down into the nmurky green
dept hs of
his drink. “I"malnost tenpted to |l et you go on believing that.”

At the sound of that soft, familiar voice Aden’s blood froze. CGandes. Here.
I't
wasn’t possible..

“Surprised to see ne, Locke? Did you really think you could get rid of ne so
easily?” He slipped out of the shadows - a tall, gaunt skeleton of a man, his
t hi nni ng
reddi sh hair slicked close to his scalp, making his angul ar features seem even
nore skull -
like. He carried two blasters openly, one on his hip and another in a forearm
hol ster, and



a dagger thrust brazenly through his belt. Stars only knew what he had
conceal ed.

He eased into the seat across from Aden |like they were old friends,
appropriating
Aden’ s hal f-finished drink. “Seven years | rotted in that putrescent dungeon
pl anni ng
what |’'d do when our paths crossed again.” Hs light, conversational tone was
at odds
with the chill malice in his eyes. “It’s not quite as bad as what you did to
me - but then

I"mnot finished with you yet.”

“Cet out of ny sight, you niserable baby-raper.” Aden’s fingers itched with
t he
need to wrap them around Gandes’ scrawny throat.

Gandes | aughed, a sound out of a child s nightrmare. “Cone now, Locke. Jannia
was hardly a baby. She was ol d enough to be in the business, after all.”
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“She was fifteen,” Aden spat back. “Just a green, innocent kid. What happened
to you when Vaia left wasn't her fault. If there were any humanity left in
you...."

“I'f there is, it’'s no thanks to your precious Vaialora.” The tw st of Gandes’
lip

nmade the name an obscenity. “She knew what she’d done to nme. What do you cal
t hat,

if not rape?”

“An accident,” said Aden softly, not really expecting Gandes to listen. “She
wasn’t raised as a Kethrian. She didn't know ”

“She m ght have tried to help nme,” Gandes said. “lInstead she discarded ne
like a

bur ned- out power cell.”

“That doesn’t excuse what you did.” Aden wondered why he bothered. It wasn't
| i ke Gandes was capabl e of anything as human as renorse. “You brutalized an

i nnocent

kid and | eft her for dead. It took nonths to heal her.” To heal the physica
wounds, Aden

added silently. There had been other wounds he didn't think would ever heal
Gandes smiled coldly. The sane smle Aden knew still haunted Jannia Wse's

ni ght mares. “You're right, of course. It was Vaia herself | should have

puni shed for
deserting ne, but she wasn't there that night. In your bed, wasn't she?”
Aden stared at the small wet ring where his drink had been and sai d not hi ng.
There was not hing Gandes coul d say that would make him feel worse about that
busi ness
than he already did. He’'d known sl eeping with his ex-partner that night was a
m st ake

He hadn’t known until too |late how big a m st ake.

“This time I'Il do it properly,” Gandes continued. “Get the right bitch. Mke
her
suffer as |I've suffered all these |l ong years.” He paused a nonent,
considering. “Of
course, I'll also have to deal with sweet Mss Wse, since she did take part
inthat little
sting of yours.”

He rose, leaning across the table, his cold, nad eyes boring into Aden’s own.
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“That will be my parting gift to you. The know edge of what awaits your

pr eci ous
friends, while you | anguish here, unable to help even yourself. |I'1l send you
alittle
souvenir. A lock of Jannia' s lovely raven hair. O maybe even the entire
scal p.”

Gandes left then, but his gloating laughter seened to linger in the air, a
nmocki ng

echo in the back of Aden’s mind

Aden’ s stomach twi sted, and it wasn't fromthe al cohol. He wanted to go after
Gandes, to stop him but knew it was futile. Gandes, as he al ways had, wore a
whol e

arsenal on his scarecrow|ean form Aden’'s weapons had been seized along with
hi s
ship. As tenpting as it might be to take on Tral Gandes with his bare hands,
sui ci de
woul dn’t hel p his friends.

Kerra was returning froma quick, furtive trip to buy certain feninine
necessities
she coul dn’t get delivered, when she’'d spotted them standing in the doorway
of the

di | api dated transi ent hostel she'd called hone for the |ast few weeks. A tall
thin nmal e

and a heavyset, colorless fenale, both col d-eyed and stone-faced - she’d known
at a

di stance what they were, even before they flashed their credentials in the

host el

proprietor’s face. Internal Security.

Now she huddl ed behind a pile of refuse in a narrow, foul -snelling alley,
wonderi ng where she coul d possibly go from here.

She was quickly using up the store of tricks she’'d | earned fromthe hol ovids
and

romanti c adventure novels, which had been her main distraction from her rather
solitary
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life at the Science Mnistry installation. She was running out of ideas. If
she didn't find

a way of fworld soon, they were going to find her. Find her, bring her back
and nake

triply sure that she never slipped through their fingers again.

What she needed was a - what were they called again? A fencejunper. That was
what they called themin the hol ovids. Men and wonmen who flew fast, heavily
ar med
cargo ships in and out of places no one el se would go, carrying goods soneone
want ed or
needed badly and soneone el se woul d prefer they not receive. People who risked
their
lives and their freedom- for npney.

Wel |, Kerra had noney enough. She’'d downl oaded her entire credit file. Nearly
every credit she’'d nade in all the years since the Science Mnistry had taken
her from her
famly. To protect her, they'd said. Fromthe sort of accident that had
destroyed her
not her’ s potenti al
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What use had she had for nobney when she was never allowed to go anywhere?
Surely she had enough by now to satisfy even the nost mercenary of
fencejunpers, and it
was all stored electronically on one little datachip snmall enough to be worn
on a sl ender
chai n beneath her cl ot hi ng.

Fi ndi ng her fencejunper - that was the problem Pilots-for-hire who operated
outside the | aw probably didn't advertise in the local service directory.

In fact, the only way there was likely to be any record of one on official
channel s

was if -
It was worth a try. After all, at this point she had very little left to
| ose.

“Captain Locke? Captain Aden Locke?”

Aden raised his eyes fromthe untouched drink into which he’'d been staring
and

glared at the creature who'd dared disturb him It had been so tenpting to
sinmply go

back to drowning his brain cells, but he couldn’t do it. It was one thing when
the only

life at stake were his, but..

“Captain Locke?” his tormentor repeated, nore tentatively this tinme. It was a
child, a boy, not much ol der than six or seven. Way too young to be in here.
“This is no place for a kid, son,” Aden said. “I’mnobody for a kid to be

tal ki ng
to, for that matter.”
“But the lady said to give you this.” The child held out a scrap of paper
once
neatly folded - Aden could see the original creases - but now badly stained
and crunpl ed.
It looked like it had shared the kid s pocket with a half-eaten cookie and
several dead
bugs.
Aden ignored it. “Wat |ady?”
“Just a lady,” said the kid inpatiently.
That could nmean any fenmal e over the age of twelve on the whol e bl essed
pl anet .
“Did this |ady happen to have a nane?”
“Not that she told nme, Cap’'n.”
Wth a grunt of displeasure Aden took the note and shook it open. The text
was
concise: | need a pilot, you need a ship. Meet ne at Dock 34, 17:30 hours.
Aden’s first instinct was to give the nessage back to the kid and tell himto
t hr ow
it intothe recycler. It could only be a trick, a way for Gandes to torture
hima little nore
by raising his hopes only to have them shatter like a child s toy hit with a
bl aster beam
Nobody was going to hire a smuggl er who' d been caught and lost his ship. It
was absurd.
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Ri di cul ous. Crazy.
It was also the only thing resenbling a chance he was likely to get.
“Captai n?” the kid pronpted.
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Aden dug into his pocket and pulled out a couple of coins, which he dropped
in
the boy’'s outstretched hand. As the boy dashed off, Aden gave his drink one
| ast scow
and pushed it away.

He read the nmessage over at |east a dozen tinmes, studying it - the phrasing,
t he
handwiting, the weight of the paper and the color of the ink - |ooking for
t he stanp of
Gandes’ twisted style and failing to find it. Just a sinple note in a vaguely
fem ni ne hand
on plain, unlined white paper

Al singularly unrevealing. The only way Aden was going to find anything out
was to make the rendezvous. If it was a trap, he’'d find out soon enough.

Kerra powered down the Talya' s computer, smiling in satisfaction. The ship
was
hers - well, Captain Locke’s. A private yacht belonging to sone wealthy
dilettante, it had
seen the top side of Divras Four’s atnosphere a total of twice in the past ten
years. It had
been a sinple matter to tap into the spaceport files and change the name on
the ship’'s
docunents to that of the false identity she had al ready established for
Capt ai n Locke.

Her consci ence experienced an unconfortable twi nge at the thought of stealing
the vessel, but it wasn’t as if the owner had valued it. It m ght be nonths or
years before
he even realized it was gone.

What worried Kerra nost was their false identities. Sure, she’d worked with
conputers all her life. They'd been the tools of her trade, and her only link
to the world
outside the | ab. But she'd certainly never used one to forge docunents before.
Heck, in
t he past few days she’'d done quite a few things she had never expected to try.

She gl anced at the ship’s chrononeter. 17:24.

A tall, rough-looking man was waiting for her when she emerged fromthe
ship's
mai n hatch. He greeted her with a curt nod before gesturing toward the ship.
“Fancy.

But does she have any teeth?”

“Not so fast.” Kerra said. “Your name, if you don’t mnd? And |.D. if they
left
you any.”

“Aden Locke. | believe you' re expecting nme.” He reached into his pocket and
pul | ed out a datacard, then watched warily as she scanned it.

The text that scrolled across the card’s surface indicated that this was
i ndeed
Aden Locke, and that he wasn't eligible to owmn a weapon, to pilot any orbital
subor bi t al,
or extraplanetary craft, or to conduct any form of comrerce while on Divras
Four or in
Di vran-control | ed space. Kerra nodded, satisfied, and handed the card back to
hi m

He certainly didn't look like Internal Security, but she’d had to nmake sure.
Though what she’d have done if he had been she coul dn’t have said.

“The ship,” Locke pronpted. “Is she just another pretty face, or does she
have
some firepower?”

Kerra shrugged. “She has defensive guns and standard shiel ding, and a good
f ast



engine. She'll get us off the planet.”

“Us?” He raised one eyebrow.

“That’s the job. Fly the two of us off this planet and drop ne off somewhere
obscure and safe. The ship is yours to keep, over and above whatever you
consi der a
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reasonabl e fee.”

Captai n Locke | eaned agai nst the ship’'s port engine pod and studied Kerra. It
was
not a confortable experience. H's ice-blue eyes seened to bore into her very
soul, but
betrayed no clue as to what they saw there. He was an intimdating nman - tal
and
unshaven, with wi de, powerful shoul ders. Scuffed pants of black |eather hugged
hi s
wel | -toned thighs, and a | oose black shirt hung open al nost to the navel
revealing a
broad expanse of chest that the word “nuscular” couldn't begin to descri be.

H s | ong,

sandy hair hung | oose around his shoulders, with one stray |ock slipping
forward fromthe

rest to hang down just over his left eye. He wore no weapons - they would have
been

sei zed along with his original ship - but he seemed no | ess dangerous for
their |ack.

He didn’t bear much resenbl ance to the heroes of her bel oved hol ovids. Wth
hi s
dark cl othing and rugged appearance, he | ooked nore |ike one of the villains.

The kind of villain who'd be a serious danger to the heroine’s virtue.
Kerra's
heart ski pped a beat.

“So, what’s the catch?” Captain Locke's voice was a |ow, lazy draw .

“Catch?” Kerra asked.

“Cbviously there’'s a reason why you need soneone of ny talents - someone who
doesn’t mnd bending a few inconvenient [aws. You need to get offworld, and
fast. Just
what kind of trouble are you in?”

“Does it matter?” Kerra tried to sound worldly and casual, wth nixed
success.

No, no point in kidding herself. She failed m serably.

“Yes, it matters. | don’t work blind. The nore | know about what |’ m dealing
with, the better | can deal with it. If that’'s a problem..” He let his voice
trail off, but
Kerra had no trouble hearing what he didn't say.

Kerra nodded reluctantly. |If he turned and ran after hearing her out, she
pr obabl y
woul dn’t blanme him “Have you been followi ng the newsvids? You've heard about
a
scientist who's wanted by Internal Security for stealing top-secret military
research?”

Captain Locke's eyes wi dened, but Kerra continued before he had a chance to
speak.

“That was me. But | stole nothing. | erased it. Every copy, every file, every
note. It was
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my own work, and it was never intended as a weapon.” Her throat burned as she
spoke
the words, but she wouldn’t cry. She wouldn't.

Sweet shit, Aden swore inwardly, his heart comng up to | odge somewhere j ust
south of his adamis apple. This kid' s going to get nme killed.

He shoul d have wal ked away, shoul d have washed his hands of the girl and her
probl ems and gone back to washing away his sorrows in a river of rotgut. He'd
want ed a
way out of this inpossible situation, but he hadn’t been planning to do it by
dyi ng.

A single tear slipped fromthe corner of the girl’s eye. Aden wasn't sure she
even
noticed it.

Damm.

Wth that solitary, orphan tear, suddenly she was real

For the first time, he realized how snall she was. Had she not been standing
on
the ranp | eading up into the ship, she would only have cone up to his chest.
Her fi ne-
boned, delicate build was saved from pi xyi shness only by an unfashi onabl e but
not
unappeal i ng roundness at breast and hip. She was, he realized, very young.

Fr om what

he knew about how things were done on this world, she had probably spent npst
of her

life cloistered in sone godforsaken Science Mnistry think tank
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Her disguise - the orange-striped hair, darkened skin and mrrored | enses
virtually
screanmed “di sgui se” - wouldn’t fool a maintenance robot.

Get himkilled - she very well nmight. Get herself killed, without his help -
t hat
was a given. And he did need a ship.

“Thirty thousand,” he said. “Up front. And you pull your weight - do what |
say
when | say it, and save your questions for later. |If you nmanaged to purge
protected files
froma governnent system you' re obviously good with conputers. W'll need
t hat,
since | don't think this gilded crate of ours has the firepower to shoot our
way out of a

bad situation. Now, show ne what we’ ve got to work with.”

“I still wish we had the tinme and resources to upgrade the weapons and
shi el ds.”

Captain Locke sighed, sliding his long forminto the pilot’s seat four hours
later. “The

engi nes are the best that noney can buy, but it’'s pretty clear that this was
never a
wor ki ng ship.”

“But that's good, isn't it?” Kerra asked. “I nean, wouldn’'t they get
suspicious if

a pleasure craft had state-of-the-art offensive weaponry and conbat
shi el di ng?”

“There are ways of concealing illegal upgrades if you know what you're doing,
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Doc.” The Captain had called her Dr.Telsier for a grand total of about three
m nut es.
“Still, you ve got a good point. | just feel kind of naked on a ship w thout
teeth.”

Unbi dden, an image of Captain Locke sitting naked in the pilot’s chair
fl ashed
across the screen of Kerra’'s imagination, and blood rushed hotly to her
cheeks. Her
nerves were doing strange things to her mnd.

“Did you finish the adaptations on those false |I.D.’s?” he asked her. “They
have
to match our disguises dead on.”

Kerra nodded. “I still don’t think you |l ook old enough to be ny father, even
with
the gray in your hair.”

“Thanks, Doc, but renenber, they marry young on Al dera, and you're small
enough and cute enough to pass as a schoolgirl - if girls on Aldera were
allowed to go to
school, that is. Just remenber to keep your veil on, and let nme do the
tal ki ng. Thi nk
meek and submi ssive. | beat you regularly to keep you that way.”

Kerra renmenbered her own father, a big, husky bear of a nan whose rough
cal lused hands had felt so gentle and |l oving each tinme he touched her. In
| eavi ng Divras
Four, she was giving up any chance of ever seeing him or her nother, again.
As wel |,
she decided regretfully. How could she face them know ng she’'d destroyed the
very
research that could have hel ped her nother live a normal |ife again?

Kerra gl anced back over at Captain Locke in the seat beside her. H's skin was
now darkened to the same dusky shade as her own, his hair black with streaks
of gray, his
bl ue eyes disguised with brown | enses. Her coloring now matched his, |less the
gray
hairs, and her features were further obscured by a gossaner veil that covered
her nose
and mouth, as well as nost of her hair.

“We shoul d have straightened that hair, | guess, but | couldn't bring nyself
to do
it,” Locke confessed. Not knowi ng what to say, Kerra kept silent.

“Ckay, let’s get this bucket airborne. Do you believe in God, Doc?”

Kerra gave an el oquent shrug. “My father taught ne to. | suppose | still do,
deep
down.”

“Good enough. | don't, so you'll have to do the praying for both of us.”
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“Normal ly,” Aden said as they rose through the planet’'s atnosphere, “1’'d

avoi d

t he checkpoint, fly out under cloak, and be prepared to fight ny way out if

t hey managed

to detect ne. But since we don’t have a cloak, or any weapons worthy of the
nane,

we're going to have to be clever. These people are |ooking for you; they' Il be
nor e
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suspi ci ous of any outgoing ship than they nmight normally be.”

Kerra nodded. “Captain - what if | could rmake it look Iike |I was on another
shi p?”

“What do you nean?” Aden was certainly open to suggestions.

“I could project a false life sign reading. Maybe even plant the docunents
for ny

original false identity - the one you said they'd see right through - in their
conmputer. It
just might confuse the checkpoint authority |ong enough for us to get

t hr ough.”

Aden stared at her, surprised at her ingenuity. “You can do that? Wthout a
di rect

line into the other ship’ s systen”

“l can tight-beam an el ectronic signal across space straight from our
conmputer to

theirs as long as there are no | arge physical barriers between us. The trick
is to keep it

frombeing detected. | suppose we could disguise it inside a normal
conmmuni cat i ons

signal, but that mght make our target suspicious, being hailed by total
strangers - *

“Doc,” Aden cut in softly, “call up the port manifest. W want the names of
all other ships cleared

for launch around the sanme time we were. There’'s a slimchance - “ If they'd
bothered to repair the main

drive before selling her, instead of just scuttling his poor baby for parts..

Kerra's gaze flicked toward him her expression doubtful, but she did as he
asked.

The list scrolled up the tiny screen alnpbst too swiftly for the human eye to
follow Still,
Aden spotted what he was | ooking for, freezing the screen with the punch of a

singl e key.

He grinned wickedly. “I was wong, Doc - there is a God.” He stabbed a finger
at the

di splay. “There. That one. | knew that bastard couldn't resist!”

“ Red Lion. Wasn't that - *

“My ship! My own bl asted ship! He probably bought her at auction for a
fraction of what she’s
worth - with that ship he could fly right into Beckhaven Station free and
clear. Her arrival would set up a
flag in the Net for Vaia and Jannia - they' d come right into his waiting arns,
expecting it to be nme! That
bastard - that’'s the ship, Doc. And | know just what to say to the creep.”

“You got the package ready, Doc?”

Kerra nodded. “You’'re not going to identify yourself, are you?”

Captai n Locke shot Kerra an offended | ook. “Gandes’|| know who the message is
from That's what |’mcounting on. If this goes the way | planned it, we m ght
not even
have to pass a visual check.” He grinned devilishly, |ooking nore |like a
hol ovid pirate
than ever. “Heads up, Doc. W' re approaching the checkpoint. 1'Il et you know
when
we have |ine-of-sight on the Lion.”

Kerra's heart pounded so hard that she half expected it to burst free from
her
body. This was it - there was no Plan B, and the thought of how many things
could go
wong with Plan A made her head spin.

“There she is, Doc. Wait - wait. There. Prepare to transnmt when | start
tal ki ng.”



Kerra's fingers hovered over the send key, her eyes on Captain Locke.

He hailed his former ship, not bothering to await an answer. “Hello, Gandes.
Just
want ed you to know that you've failed, as usual.” He nodded to Kerra, who
activated the
data beam “Then again, you ve always been a loser. That was why Vaia left you
- you
weren’t man enough for her. They shouldn’t have called what you did to Jannia
rape.
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They should have called it assault with a dead weapon.”

Bef ore Aden had even fini shed speaki ng, Gandes’ ship veered off fromthe
i mrense bul k of the checkpoint station. The sensors on Kerra's panel indicated
that the
Red Lion was bringing its entire powerful arsenal to bear on the Talya's
under shi el ded
hul I .

Just when Kerra was certain that her conpanion had made a horrible, suicida
m st ake, sleek one- and two-man security boats poured out of the station and
swar ned
around the little freighter like hornets around a piece of rotting fruit.

“They’ ve taken the bait,” Kerra hissed. “Let’s get out of here.”
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PROLOGUE
You are about to delete the files, the conputer said. Kerra had nuted the
calm
cul tured, maddening voice. Still, the words echoed hauntingly in her mind
Del ete the
files. Such a cold, unfeeling phrase. Destroying her work was |ike ripping out
her own
still-beating heart. Still, what choice had they left her?
Had they really believed she would not find out? O thought she woul dn't
care?
Pl ease reenter password and personal identification code for confirmation.
Kerra's fingers flickered over the keypad. The warni ng wi nked out only to be
repl aced by an equally soul |l ess nessage. Access approved. Files deleted.
Kerra cl osed her eyes, leaning her head wearily back against the chair’s
headr est .
So far, so good. But this was just the beginning.
She needed to find every backup, every note she’'d nade, every last trace of
her
research into neural biosynthesis. But the | onger she |lingered, the deeper she
del ved into
the systenis protected | evels, the greater the chance her tanpering would be
det ect ed.
It took hours. Kerra used to get lost in her work, time passing unnoticed.
Toni ght
she felt the passing of every second.
Kerra bit her lip, tasting blood, as the warning flashed one |ast tinme. Her
hand
trenmbl ed so hard she missed the delete key tw ce before naking the final
fatal stab.
Now her work was fi ni shed.
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CHAPTER 1
Aden couldn’t renenber the last tinme he’'d been this drunk. Then again, he
couldn’t renmenber the last tinme he'd felt such a driving need to kill as many

brain cells

as possible. Sure, spending what few credits he had left on putrid-snelling
booze in the

seedi est, slimest excuse for a tavern to be found on this sorry ball of rock
was a pretty

stupid thing to do, but what was one nore act of idiocy on top of everything
el se?

Vaia ' d warned himnot to take this job. Said anyone who accepted a contract
to
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run contraband into the Divras systemwas | ooking for an early, forced
retirement w thout

pension, if not an early grave. He’'d | aughed. Told her she was getting old and
sof t.

Ha! The only thing getting soft was Aden’s head. By a mracul ous conbination
of skill, daring, and blind luck, he'd nanaged to land his ship in one piece
after a shot
froma Divran security ship took out his main drive. That had been the | ast
bit of luck
he’d had. Thank the stars the nature of the illegal shipnent had been
rel atively benign,
and they’ d consi dered seizing his ship, weapons and docunents enough

It could just as easily have been his life or his freedomas his ship, he
realized
darkly. You' re pushing the odds, said a voice in the back of his head. Pushed
‘emtoo
dammed hard, this tine. Half the snuggl ers working back when Aden started out
wer e
ei ther inprisoned or dead now, the ones who weren't nostly retired.

Aden shook off the thought. Dammed if he was going to hang it up when he
hadn’t even hit forty.

He m ght not have a choice, now, he knew. Stuck on a planet where the
government controlled everything fromcomerce to the sciences to where people
wer e
allowed to pee, a guy like himwas as good as in prison. He still didn't know
how t hey’ d
found himout. H's fal se papers had been prepared by the very best in the
trade, his cargo
hold rigged to give false readings if scanned. Still, those damed security
boats had been
sitting there when he canme in just as if they' d been waiting for him

“Right, Locke. First stupidity, now raging paranoia. Face facts. You got

caught

because you' ve |lost the edge.” He glared balefully down into the nmurky green
dept hs of

his drink. “I"malnost tenpted to |l et you go on believing that.”

At the sound of that soft, familiar voice Aden’s blood froze. CGandes. Here.
It
wasn’t possible..

“Surprised to see ne, Locke? Did you really think you could get rid of ne so
easily?” He slipped out of the shadows - a tall, gaunt skeleton of a man, his
t hi nni ng
reddi sh hair slicked close to his scalp, making his angul ar features seem even
nore skull -
like. He carried two blasters openly, one on his hip and another in a forearm
hol ster, and
a dagger thrust brazenly through his belt. Stars only knew what he had
conceal ed.

He eased into the seat across from Aden |ike they were old friends,
appropriating
Aden’ s hal f-finished drink. “Seven years | rotted in that putrescent dungeon
pl anni ng
what |’'d do when our paths crossed again.” H s light, conversational tone was
at odds
with the chill malice in his eyes. “It’'s not quite as bad as what you did to
me - but then
I"mnot finished with you yet.”

“Cet out of ny sight, you niserable baby-raper.” Aden’s fingers itched with
t he
need to wrap them around Gandes’ scrawny throat.



Gandes | aughed, a sound out of a child s nightrmare. “Cone now, Locke. Jannia
was hardly a baby. She was ol d enough to be in the business, after all.”
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“She was fifteen,” Aden spat back. “Just a green, innocent kid. What happened
to you when Vaia left wasn't her fault. If there were any humanity left in
you...."

“I'f there is, it’'s no thanks to your precious Vaialora.” The tw st of Gandes’
lip

nmade the name an obscenity. “She knew what she’d done to nme. What do you cal

t hat,

if not rape?”

“An accident,” said Aden softly, not really expecting Gandes to listen. “She
wasn’t raised as a Kethrian. She didn't know ”

“She m ght have tried to help nme,” Gandes said. “lInstead she discarded ne
like a

bur ned- out power cell.”

“That doesn’t excuse what you did.” Aden wondered why he bothered. It wasn't
| i ke Gandes was capabl e of anything as human as renorse. “You brutalized an

i nnocent

kid and I eft her for dead. It took nonths to heal her.” To heal the physica
wounds, Aden

added silently. There had been other wounds he didn't think would ever heal
Gandes smiled coldly. The sane smle Aden knew still haunted Jannia Wse's

ni ght mares. “You're right, of course. It was Vaia herself | should have

puni shed for

deserting ne, but she wasn't there that night. In your bed, wasn't she?”
Aden stared at the small wet ring where his drink had been and sai d not hi ng.
There was not hi ng Gandes coul d say that would make him feel worse about that
busi ness
than he already did. He’'d known sleeping with his ex-partner that night was a
m st ake

He hadn’t known until too late how big a m st ake.

“This time I'Il do it properly,” Gandes continued. “Get the right bitch. Mke
her
suffer as |I've suffered all these | ong years.” He paused a nonent,
considering. “Of

course, I'll also have to deal with sweet Mss Wse, since she did take part
inthat little
sting of yours.”

He rose, leaning across the table, his cold, nad eyes boring into Aden’s own.
“That will be ny parting gift to you. The know edge of what awaits your

pr eci ous
friends, while you | anguish here, unable to help even yourself. |I’'Il send you
alittle
souvenir. A lock of Jannia's lovely raven hair. O maybe even the entire
scal p.”

Gandes | eft then, but his gloating laughter seened to linger in the air, a
nocki ng
echo in the back of Aden’s nind

Aden’ s stomach twisted, and it wasn’'t fromthe al cohol. He wanted to go after
Gandes, to stop him but knew it was futile. Gandes, as he always had, wore a
whol e
arsenal on his scarecrowlean form Aden's weapons had been seized along with
hi s
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ship. As tenpting as it might be to take on Tral Gandes with his bare hands,
sui ci de
woul dn’t hel p his friends.

Kerra was returning froma quick, furtive trip to buy certain feninine
necessities
she coul dn’t get delivered, when she’'d spotted them standing in the doorway
of the

di | api dated transient hostel she'd called hone for the |ast few weeks. A tall
thin nmal e

and a heavyset, colorless fenale, both col d-eyed and stone-faced - she’d known
at a
di stance what they were, even before they flashed their credentials in the

host el

proprietor’s face. Internal Security.

Now she huddl ed behind a pile of refuse in a narrow, foul -snelling alley,
wonderi ng where she coul d possibly go from here.

She was quickly using up the store of tricks she’'d | earned fromthe hol ovids
and

romanti c adventure novels, which had been her main distraction from her rather
solitary
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life at the Science Mnistry installation. She was running out of ideas. If
she didn't find

a way of fworld soon, they were going to find her. Find her, bring her back
and nake

triply sure that she never slipped through their fingers again.

What she needed was a - what were they called again? A fencejunper. That was
what they called themin the holovids. Men and wonmen who flew fast, heavily
ar med
cargo ships in and out of places no one el se would go, carrying goods soneone
want ed or
needed badly and soneone el se woul d prefer they not receive. People who risked
their
lives and their freedom- for npney.

Wel |, Kerra had noney enough. She’'d downl oaded her entire credit file. Nearly
every credit she'd nade in all the years since the Science Mnistry had taken
her from her
famly. To protect her, they' d said. Fromthe sort of accident that had
destroyed her
not her’ s potenti al

What use had she had for noney when she was never allowed to go anywhere?
Surely she had enough by now to satisfy even the nost nercenary of
fencejunpers, and it
was all stored electronically on one little datachip snall enough to be worn
on a sl ender
chai n beneath her cl othing.

Fi ndi ng her fencejunper - that was the problem Pilots-for-hire who operated
outside the | aw probably didn't advertise in the local service directory.

In fact, the only way there was likely to be any record of one on official
channel s

was if -
It was worth a try. After all, at this point she had very little left to
| ose.

“Captain Locke? Captain Aden Locke?”
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Aden raised his eyes fromthe untouched drink into which he’'d been staring
and

glared at the creature who'd dared disturb him It had been so tenpting to
sinmply go

back to drowning his brain cells, but he couldn’t do it. It was one thing when
the only

life at stake were his, but..

“Captain Locke?” his tormentor repeated, nore tentatively this tinme. It was a
child, a boy, not much ol der than six or seven. Way too young to be in here.
“This is no place for a kid, son,” Aden said. “I’mnobody for a kid to be
tal ki ng

to, for that matter.”

“But the lady said to give you this.
once

neatly folded - Aden could see the original creases - but now badly stained
and crunpl ed.

It looked like it had shared the kid s pocket with a half-eaten cookie and
several dead

bugs.

Aden ignored it. “Wat |ady?”

“Just a lady,” said the kid inpatiently.

That could nmean any fenmal e over the age of twelve on the whol e bl essed

pl anet .

“Did this |ady happen to have a nane?”

“Not that she told nme, Cap’'n.”

Wth a grunt of displeasure Aden took the note and shook it open. The text
was

concise: | need a pilot, you need a ship. Meet ne at Dock 34, 17:30 hours.
Aden’ s first instinct was to give the nessage back to the kid and tell himto
t hr ow

it intothe recycler. It could only be a trick, a way for Gandes to torture
hima little nore

by raising his hopes only to have them shatter like a child s toy hit with a
bl aster beam

Nobody was going to hire a smuggl er who' d been caught and lost his ship. It
was absurd.

The child held out a scrap of paper,
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Ri di cul ous. Crazy.

It was also the only thing resenbling a chance he was likely to get.
“Captai n?” the kid pronpted.

Aden dug into his pocket and pulled out a couple of coins, which he dropped
in
the boy’'s outstretched hand. As the boy dashed off, Aden gave his drink one

| ast scow
and pushed it away.

He read the nessage over at |east a dozen times, studying it - the phrasing,
t he

handwiting, the weight of the paper and the color of the ink - [ooking for
t he stanp of
Gandes’ twi sted style and failing to find it. Just a sinple note in a vaguely
fem ni ne hand
on plain, unlined white paper

Al'l singularly unrevealing. The only way Aden was going to find anything out
was to make the rendezvous. If it was a trap, he'd find out soon enough
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Kerra powered down the Talya' s computer, smiling in satisfaction. The ship
was
hers - well, Captain Locke’s. A private yacht belonging to sone wealthy
dilettante, it had
seen the top side of Divras Four’s atnosphere a total of twice in the past ten
years. It had
been a sinple matter to tap into the spaceport files and change the name on
the ship’'s
docunents to that of the false identity she had al ready established for
Capt ai n Locke.

Her consci ence experienced an unconfortable twi nge at the thought of stealing
the vessel, but it wasn’t as if the owner had valued it. It m ght be nonths or
years before
he even realized it was gone.

What worried Kerra nost was their false identities. Sure, she’d worked with
conputers all her life. They'd been the tools of her trade, and her only link
to the world
outside the | ab. But she'd certainly never used one to forge docunments before.
Heck, in
t he past few days she’d done quite a few things she had never expected to try.

She gl anced at the ship’s chrononeter. 17:24.

A tall, rough-looking man was waiting for her when she emerged fromthe
ship's
mai n hatch. He greeted her with a curt nod before gesturing toward the ship.
“Fancy.

But does she have any teeth?”

“Not so fast.” Kerra said. “Your name, if you don’t mnd? And |.D. if they
left
you any.”

“Aden Locke. | believe you' re expecting nme.” He reached into his pocket and
pul | ed out a datacard, then watched warily as she scanned it.

The text that scrolled across the card’s surface indicated that this was
i ndeed
Aden Locke, and that he wasn't eligible to owmn a weapon, to pilot any orbital
subor bi t al,
or extraplanetary craft, or to conduct any form of comrerce while on Divras
Four or in
Di vran-control | ed space. Kerra nodded, satisfied, and handed the card back to
hi m

He certainly didn't look like Internal Security, but she’d had to nmake sure.
Though what she’d have done if he had been she coul dn’t have said.

“The ship,” Locke pronpted. “Is she just another pretty face, or does she
have
some firepower?”

Kerra shrugged. “She has defensive guns and standard shiel ding, and a good
f ast
engine. She'll get us off the planet.”

“Us?” He raised one eyebrow.

“That’s the job. Fly the two of us off this planet and drop ne off somewhere
obscure and safe. The ship is yours to keep, over and above whatever you
consi der a
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reasonabl e fee.”
Captai n Locke | eaned agai nst the ship’'s port engine pod and studied Kerra. It
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was
not a confortable experience. Hs ice-blue eyes seened to bore into her very
soul , but

betrayed no clue as to what they saw there. He was an intimdating man - tal
and

unshaven, with wi de, powerful shoul ders. Scuffed pants of black |eather hugged
hi s

wel | -toned thighs, and a | oose black shirt hung open al nost to the navel,
revealing a

broad expanse of chest that the word “muscular” couldn't begin to descri be.

H s | ong,

sandy hair hung | oose around his shoulders, with one stray |ock slipping
forward fromthe

rest to hang down just over his left eye. He wore no weapons - they would have
been

seized along with his original ship - but he seemed no | ess dangerous for
their | ack.

He didn’t bear nuch resenbl ance to the heroes of her bel oved hol ovids. Wth
hi s
dark cl othing and rugged appearance, he | ooked nore |ike one of the villains.

The kind of villain who'd be a serious danger to the heroine’s virtue.
Kerra’'s
heart skipped a beat.

“So, what’'s the catch?” Captain Locke's voice was a low, |azy draw .

“Catch?” Kerra asked.

“Cbviously there’s a reason why you need sonmeone of ny talents - someone who
doesn’t mind bending a few i nconvenient | aws. You need to get offworld, and
fast. Just
what kind of trouble are you in?”

“Does it matter?” Kerra tried to sound worldly and casual, wth m xed
success.

No, no point in kidding herself. She failed niserably.

“Yes, it matters. | don't work blind. The nore | know about what |’ m dealing
with, the better | can deal with it. If that's a problem..” He let his voice
trail off, but
Kerra had no trouble hearing what he didn't say.

Kerra nodded reluctantly. If he turned and ran after hearing her out, she
pr obabl y
woul dn’t bl ame him “Have you been follow ng the newsvids? You' ve heard about
a
scientist who's wanted by Internal Security for stealing top-secret mlitary
research?”

Captain Locke's eyes wi dened, but Kerra continued before he had a chance to
speak.

“That was nme. But | stole nothing. | erased it. Every copy, every file, every
note. It was

my own work, and it was never intended as a weapon
spoke

the words, but she wouldn’t cry. She wouldn't.

Sweet shit, Aden swore inwardly, his heart comng up to | odge somewhere j ust
south of his adamis apple. This kid' s going to get nme killed.

He shoul d have wal ked away, shoul d have washed his hands of the girl and her
probl ems and gone back to washing away his sorrows in a river of rotgut. He'd
want ed a
way out of this inpossible situation, but he hadn’t been planning to do it by
dyi ng.

A single tear slipped fromthe corner of the girl’s eye. Aden wasn't sure she
even
noticed it.

Damm.

Her throat burned as she



Wth that solitary, orphan tear, suddenly she was real

For the first time, he realized how snall she was. Had she not been standing
on
the ranp | eading up into the ship, she would only have cone up to his chest.
Her fi ne-

boned, delicate build was saved from pi xyi shness only by an unfashi onabl e but
not

unappeal i ng roundness at breast and hip. She was, he realized, very young.

Fr om what

he knew about how things were done on this world, she had probably spent npst
of her

life cloistered in sone godforsaken Science Mnistry think tank
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Her disguise - the orange-striped hair, darkened skin and mrrored | enses
virtual ly
screanmed “di sgui se” - wouldn’t fool a maintenance robot.

Get himkilled - she very well nmight. Get herself killed, without his help -
t hat
was a given. And he did need a ship.

“Thirty thousand,” he said. “Up front. And you pull your weight - do what |
say
when | say it, and save your questions for later. |If you managed to purge
protected files
froma governnent system you' re obviously good with conputers. W'll need
t hat,
since | don't think this gilded crate of ours has the firepower to shoot our
way out of a
bad situation. Now, show ne what we’ve got to work with.”

“I still wish we had the tinme and resources to upgrade the weapons and
shields.”

Captain Locke sighed, sliding his long forminto the pilot’s seat four hours
later. “The

engines are the best that noney can buy, but it’'s pretty clear that this was
never a

wor ki ng ship.”

“But that's good, isn't it?” Kerra asked. “I nean, wouldn’'t they get
suspicious if
a pleasure craft had state-of-the-art offensive weaponry and conbat
shi el di ng?”

“There are ways of concealing illegal upgrades if you know what you're doing,
Doc.” The Captain had called her Dr.Telsier for a grand total of about three
m nut es.

“Still, you ve got a good point. | just feel kind of naked on a ship w thout
teeth.”

Unbi dden, an image of Captain Locke sitting naked in the pilot’s chair
fl ashed
across the screen of Kerra's imagination, and bl ood rushed hotly to her
cheeks. Her
nerves were doing strange things to her mnd

“Did you finish the adaptations on those false |.D.’s?” he asked her. “They
have
to match our di sguises dead on.”

Kerra nodded. “I still don't think you | ook old enough to be ny father, even
with
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the gray in your hair.”

“Thanks, Doc, but renenber, they marry young on Al dera, and you're small
enough and cute enough to pass as a schoolgirl - if girls on Aldera were
allowed to go to
school, that is. Just renmenber to keep your veil on, and let nme do the
tal ki ng. Thi nk
meek and submi ssive. | beat you regularly to keep you that way.”

Kerra renenbered her own father, a big, husky bear of a nan whose rough
cal lused hands had felt so gentle and | oving each tinme he touched her. In
| eavi ng Divras
Four, she was giving up any chance of ever seeing him or her nother, again.
As wel |,
she decided regretfully. How could she face them know ng she’'d destroyed the
very
research that could have hel ped her nother live a normal |ife again?

Kerra gl anced back over at Captain Locke in the seat beside her. H's skin was
now darkened to the same dusky shade as her own, his hair black with streaks
of gray, his
bl ue eyes disguised with brown | enses. Her coloring now matched his, |ess the
gray
hairs, and her features were further obscured by a gossaner veil that covered
her nose
and mouth, as well as nost of her hair.

“We shoul d have straightened that hair, | guess, but | couldn't bring nyself
to do
it,” Locke confessed. Not knowi ng what to say, Kerra kept silent.

“Ckay, let’s get this bucket airborne. Do you believe in God, Doc?”

Kerra gave an el oquent shrug. “My father taught ne to. | suppose | still do,
deep
down.”

“Good enough. | don't, so you'll have to do the praying for both of us.”
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“Normal ly,” Aden said as they rose through the planet’'s atnosphere, “1’'d

avoi d

t he checkpoint, fly out under cloak, and be prepared to fight ny way out if
t hey managed
to detect ne. But since we don’t have a cloak, or any weapons worthy of the
nane,
we're going to have to be clever. These people are |ooking for you; they' Il be
nor e
suspi ci ous of any outgoing ship than they nmight nornally be.”

Kerra nodded. “Captain - what if | could nake it look Iike |I was on another
shi p?”

“What do you nean?” Aden was certainly open to suggestions.

“I could project a false life sign reading. Maybe even plant the docunents
for ny

original false identity - the one you said they'd see right through - in their
computer. It
just nmight confuse the checkpoint authority |Iong enough for us to get
t hrough.”

Aden stared at her, surprised at her ingenuity. “You can do that? Wthout a
di rect

line into the other ship’'s systenf”

“l can tight-beam an el ectronic signal across space straight from our
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conmputer to
theirs as long as there are no | arge physical barriers between us. The trick
is to keep it
from being detected. | suppose we could disguise it inside a normal
conmmuni cat i ons
signal, but that mght make our target suspicious, being hailed by total
strangers - *

“Doc,” Aden cut in softly, “call up the port manifest. W want the names of
al l

ot her ships cleared for |launch around the sane tine we were. There’'s a slim
chance - *

If they’'d bothered to repair the main drive before selling her, instead of
just scuttling his

poor baby for parts..

Kerra's gaze flicked toward him her expression doubtful, but she did as he
asked.
The list scrolled up the tiny screen alnpost too swiftly for the human eye to
follow Still,
Aden spotted what he was | ooking for, freezing the screen with the punch of a

singl e key.

He grinned wickedly. “I was wong, Doc - there is a God.” He stabbed a finger
at the

di splay. “There. That one. | knew that bastard couldn’t resist!”

“ Red Lion. Wasn't that - *

“My ship! My own bl asted ship! He probably bought her at auction for a
fraction
of what she’s worth - with that ship he could fly right into Beckhaven Station
free and
clear. Her arrival would set up a flag in the Net for Vaia and Jannia - they'd
cone right
into his waiting arnms, expecting it to be ne! That bastard - that’s the ship,
Doc. And
know just what to say to the creep.”

“You got the package ready, Doc?”

Kerra nodded. “You’'re not going to identify yourself, are you?”

Captai n Locke shot Kerra an offended | ook. “Gandes’|| know who the message is
from That's what |’mcounting on. If this goes the way | planned it, we m ght
not even
have to pass a visual check.” He grinned devilishly, |ooking nore |like a
hol ovid pirate
than ever. “Heads up, Doc. W' re approaching the checkpoint. 1'Il et you know
when
we have |ine-of-sight on the Lion.”

Kerra's heart pounded so hard that she half expected it to burst free from
her
body. This was it - there was no Plan B, and the thought of how many things
could go
wong with Plan A made her head spin.

“There she is, Doc. Wait - wait. There. Prepare to transnmt when | start
tal ki ng.”

Kerra's fingers hovered over the send key, her eyes on Captain Locke.
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He hailed his former ship, not bothering to await an answer. “Hello, Gandes.
Just
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want ed you to know that you've failed, as usual.” He nodded to Kerra, who
activated the

data beam “Then again, you ve always been a | oser. That was why Vaia left you
- you

weren’t man enough for her. They shouldn’t have called what you did to Jannia
r ape.

They shoul d have called it assault with a dead weapon.”

Bef ore Aden had even fini shed speaki ng, Gandes’ ship veered off fromthe
i mense bul k of the checkpoint station. The sensors on Kerra' s panel indicated
that the
Red Lion was bringing its entire powerful arsenal to bear on the Talya's
under shi el ded
hul I .

Just when Kerra was certain that her conpani on had made a horrible, suicida
m st ake, sl eek one- and two-man security boats poured out of the station and
swar ned
around the little freighter like hornets around a piece of rotting fruit.

“They’ ve taken the bait,” Kerra hissed. “Let’s get out of here.”
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CHAPTER ONE

“Forsooth, a wy misadventure,” King Cronel declared with a heavy sigh. “Your
father will be sorely mssed. He was one of ny nobst val ued advisors.”

Wy m sadventure?

Moreya Fa Yune tore her gaze fromthe beringed hand her sovereign waved as he
droned on about how Anthaal Fa had averted war nore than once with his

pol i shed

speeches and cal m denmeanor. How well Lord Fa had acquitted himself in the
peace

negoti ations following the great battle in Tul eskeff; how well liked the roya
em ssary

had been here at court.

Well liked, it seenmed, by everyone but the royal cook, whose body sagged on a

pi kestaff at the castle gates. The king decreed sw ft and | ethal punishment
for the man

who' d prepared the sunptuous neal Mreya's father had fatally choked upon. The
cook

was executed even before Moreya arrived under guard at Cronel’s castle, nere
days after

her father’s unexpected deni se.

A wy m sadventure, indeed, she reflected darkly. Her father had spent years
traveling at the king's behest, visiting both near and distant real ms. Anthaa
had eaten

roasted yak and cari bou, boiled serpent, pickled vernmn; he' d boasted of
daunt | ess

di gestion and unwavering good fortune. Qther reeves had been struck by |ances
or

arrows upon occasi on. Anthaal suffered not so much as a scratch. He convinced
warriors to lay aside their weapons, arranged vital trade pacts and defense
alliances. He

boldly strode unarned into nmany a war canp and lived to stride out again.
Only to return to his native Gacia, and strangle on a chunk of roast boar in
t he

pal ace hall. Leaving Mreya bereft and confused.

“Thank you, Your Mjesty,” she nunbl ed, when Cronel finally stopped praising
hi s dead anbassador and reached for a cup of wine. A serving girl rushed
forward to

nop at the king’s sweaty brow with a silken cloth. Mreya focused upon his
danp

forehead and kept her eyes averted fromthe king' s flashing rings and pudgy
fingers.

“Your sire had just returned from Greensward,” Cronel announced, pinning
Moreya with his sharp gaze. “He sought ny permission to arrange a betrothal
for you,

Lady Fa.”
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A betrothal ? Her father had said nothing of this, not one word about marriage
or

setting up a contract. Mrreya s stomach tightened into a knot. Here was the
true reason

she’ d been sumoned by guards storm ng Anthaal Fa’'s hone. She’d known, of

cour se,

that she and her father occupied the anbassador’s spraw i ng nmanor as part of
the king's

| argesse. Upon learning of her father’s dem se, she assuned the king would
expect her to

find | odgi ngs el sewhere.

A sense of inpending dread warned she was about to di scover precisely where
NOW.

“You shall wed the prince regent of Geensward,” King Cronel proclainmed.

A coll ective gasp echoed off the marble walls.

Moreya stood at the base of a flight of steps leading to a broad dais and
Cronel’s

throne. The throne roomwas a massive chanber of polished marble. Hi gh-backed
wooden chairs were aligned against the outer walls. Guards and castl e pages
per petual |y
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fl anked massive entry doors. She'd been granted a personal audi ence, but she
was far

fromalone in the room

The king' s bold announcenment had wought a stiff silence fraught with
expectati on. She must respond, yet how?

She had absolutely no idea what to say in the face of such absurdity. Her

f at her

had been a high privy council nmenber, a trusted royal advisor - but still and
all, merely

| ackey to the dacian king. The Fa |ine boasted no royal blood. Anthaal had
been a petty

nobl e, consi dered by nost to have been nore than fortunate in his own nmatch
with a

Yune wonan of gentle birth. Mireya' s nother had been a distant cousin to a
sovereign

of the far realns. Mirreya couldn't imagine that any royal famly would have
agreed to a

mat ch between a future king and herself - a wonman of little consequence.
“Surely there is sonme msunderstandi ng, Your H ghness,” she said softly. She
did

not want to antagoni ze him Her gaze swept up fromthe steps to where Crone
sat, rising

to the heavy crown resting on runpled white [ocks that framed a florid,

pi ggi sh face

She had been to court before, of course, to be fornally presented to the
nonar ch.

She had been a child the first time, and foolishly spoke her nind

“Why does the king have so many fingers, Father? | count six on each hand!”
Courtiers and ladies in waiting had coughed and tittered, |ocking their eyes
on

Cronel to see how he’'d react to being so baldly insulted. Cronel had | aughed
and

pronounced Anthaal Fa’'s daughter a nost clever girl. Then he’ d expl ai ned t hat
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was why

he was king. He was born with excess digits. He was, he told her with pride, a
pol ydact .

A person with nore than the usual number of fingers and toes. The excess
proved he was

superior, meant to rule. Everyone accepted the fact.

She had been tenpted to reply that it seenmed to her everyone had made a silly
nm st ake, then. She had once owned a kitten with too many toes on its front
paws. It had

been a troubl esone animal, and no better hunter than its littermates. But her
f at her

squeezed her shoulder in warning, so she'd kept silent. As she grew in years
and

under st andi ng, she learned the politics of the throne...that Cronel was a
bastard who'd

risen to rule after viciously slaughtering anyone who stood between hi m and

power .
Allowing this fat bastard to order everyone about nerely because he was a

pol ydact seemed preposterous still, but Mreya would hold her tongue on that
point. He

did, after all, hold her very life in the twelve fingers of his fat hands. But

she woul d not

remain silent about the Prince of G eensward.

This gall ows hunmor was too cruel to ignore. “There is a mstake, surely.”
“No m stake, my dear. Nay. |ndeed, the betrothal pact was the cause for our

celebration - er, that is, | regarded it as quite an acconplishnent, even for
your renowned

father. He spent nearly a fortnight with Queen Vela. Al is in readiness. You
will |eave

on the norrow for G eensward, where you shall be wed within the nonth.”
“But Your Majesty, | - "

The chamber doors flew open. Mreya gl anced back over her shoul der and

qui ckly ducked to one side. A knot of grappling men whooshed past her to the
foot of the

dai s steps. She realized they were castle guards westling with a prisoner
His arns were

pi ni oned behind him Mreya could see little but black and gray dishevel ed
waves on the

back of his head.

A trio of royal guardsnen came forward. Each guard tensed at the knife or
sword

pressed against his throat, held at the ready by conmon sol diers. The nen
who’ d
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overtaken the guards wore no colored surcoats or distinctive blazons. Wo were
t hey

then, notley outlaws and vagrants?

She debated whether to remain where she stood or dash to safety behind a
sturdy

chair. Wuld anypl ace be safe, or was the castle itself under siege? These
knaves dared

nock royal guards at bl adepoint! Yet surely, had the royal palace been
overrun, there

woul d be nore troops swarm ng about, she reasoned. A great nany, bound for
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this very

chanber.

A deep voi ce spoke up. “Dam it, Cronel, do you have naught better to do than
keep signing those fool warrants? Wat’'s the sot accused of this tinme? W ping
hi s ass

with royal bed linens? Tupping a prize ewe? M staking your belly for an ale
keg?”

Sonet hi ng bl ack | oonmed at the edge of Mdreya’s vision. Big and bl ack and
somehow producing the words they’ d all heard quite audi bly. Dangerous,
sarcastic,

treacherous words.

Whi ch had been spoken, she now saw, by a tall, inmposing figure who stood just
a

few feet fromher. H s head and face were conpletely obscured by an oversized
dar k

cow . He offered a nocking bow toward the dais. Mreya swall owed and inched
back

slightly, but felt her skirt hitch

The stranger’s broadsword had snagged the hem of her kirtle!

Fighting a vision of herself being bodily dragged before the high executioner
her

garments still entangled with the blade of this brash rebel, she tugged. The
cloth tore

with a slight rending sound...which mght have gone unnoticed, had every soul
in the

t hrone room not been straining in hushed anticipation for what night happen
next .

The cowl pivoted in Moreya's direction. “I hope your skirts haven't dulled the
keen edge of ny broadsword, madam ‘Twould be a shame to have to skewer the
ki ng on

nmy best eating dagger.”

Appal | ed, she responded wi thout thinking. “Could you not find sone | ess

fl anboyant way to die, sir? Awild animal in the forest, a joust, a bold | eap
of f one of the

near by nount ai n peaks. Your bl ade may be keen, but the like cannot be said of
your

wits!”

“Bested by a maid!” The king let out a roaring guffaw and | aughter exploded in
the room Cronel slowy descended the dais steps, pausing to rel ease another

| oud

chortle. “So, the Warnmonger cometh, at last. If you would answer ny page’s
sunmons,

like any other knight of the realm 1’'d not have to resort to warrants agai nst
your men.

Rel ease Sir G aene.”

The guards let go of the runpled fellowin their m dst, who snmoothed a hand
over

stai ned garnents. He hiccupped as he tossed a bal eful |ook toward the stranger
in the

cowm. “1'd drunk only a cupful, | swear it, Preece.”

Preece. Warnonger.

Oh, Good Creator, what had she done?

Moreya nearly fainted at the realization that the man she’d just insulted was
none

other than the | egendary dark kni ght. Subject of murnured tales her father had
shared

with Drix, the captain of their home guard, or male visitors. Anthaal had
never spoken to

Moreya directly of the cow ed-one’ s escapades, but she’d overheard enough to
know she



definitely stood before her sovereign at the wong tinme. Next to a ruthless
warrior who
had abundant reason to mark her continued presence. ||l fortune, indeed.
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She’ d assuned the craven stranger wore a cow to hide his face as he | ed sone
brash, final assault against their sovereign

But Sir Preece was reputed to wear a dark cow at all tinmes. To obscure a

hi deously deforned face and head, so runor had it. He rarely appeared at
court, and was

al | owed open belligerence and hostility only because he’'d proven hinself an

i ncredibly

| ethal henchman for Cronel. So effective that sone called himthe Royal Bl ade.
The ebon cowl turned toward her again and Moreya instinctively flinched. She
could feel the stranger’s unwel cone eyes rake over her like an icy draft. She
could only

i magi ne that this was how a poor rabbit nust feel under the scrutiny of a

bl ack wol f. She

couldn’t run, couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. Beyond ascertaining that he
stood much too

close to her...and she had no business with whatever business brought him
before the

ki ng.

She stepped back one pace, yet another, then was pulled up short as her skirts
snagged once nore.

She gl anced down and di scovered the knight’'s sword nail ed her gown to the leg
of a nearby chair. She glanced up into the enpty blackness of his cow and
felt a prickle

of hot tenper. Her father had died, she’d been sunmoned here to court with no
tine to

prepare or adequately pack her bel ongings. She'd been told a preposterous lie
about

sonme betrothal to royalty in another realm and now found herself the brunt of
ajest with

t hi s hooded knave!

“Your weapon appears in dire need of a scabbard,” she seethed. “Wuld you

pl ease pull it out so that | mght - "

“Ah, as | long suspected, Preece,” Cronel sneered. “The | ady asks that you
pull it
out.”

Thi s brought snickers fromthe nale assenbly and even nore unwel come heat to
Moreya' s cheeks. She knew she nust be blushing Iike a springtime rose. The

kni ght

nmade no nove to unpin her skirts, curse his soul. It nust already be bl ackened
as his

awful cow .

“But | assure you, Lady Fa,” the king went on, “This is the first time |'ve
ever

known Preece to put his sword into a dansel’s skirts. Wiich is why | decree
he' s the

kni ght who shall escort you to Greensward.” The king took another drink from
his jewel -

encrusted cup, then turned to gaze at the forbidding figure.

“Take your besotted friend and however nmany knights you require. Lady Fa has a
personal mai d and both have baggage. | shall provide a coach and pack aninals.
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You

shal I name your usual outrageously ridiculous fee, and | shall agree to half
that sum You

depart on the norrow, Warmnonger.”

“She doesn’t | eave this chanber until you sign a pardon for Dugan,” came the
| ow

response.

The king's pronouncenents, for all their clipped, inpatient tone, had not
sounded

hal f so conmmanding as this softly spoken phrase. The hackl es rose on the back
of

Moreya’ s neck.

The king abruptly turned.

The royal guards no | onger had bl ades at their backs, but Mreya sensed this
could change with the blink of an eye. The throne roomstilled as the sense of
i mpendi ng

danger nount ed.
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“My bl ade now pierces her gown,” the cow ed kni ght said, gesturing toward the
chair. “Wuld you have ne prove how easily it could |ikew se pierce her
heart ?”

The king snarled sonething in answer, but whatever he said was | ost on Mreya.
Her knees trenbl ed, the chanber grew dim Its walls seened to recede, |eaving
her nore

exposed than ever. She couldn't just stand there! The facel ess nadnan j ust

m ght sl ay

her, sinmply to prove he coul d!

Wth a peculiarly detached sense of urgency, Mreya gave one |ast ferocious
yank

at her skirts.

They jerked free and she tunbl ed backwards in a heap on the fl oor
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CHAPTER TWD
Preece had been sumoned to the royal bathing chanber. He folded his arns
across his chest and addressed his nonarch. “She’s a Yune,” he stated

poi nt edl y.

“Indeed,” Cronel chuckled. “Wy else would | order you to serve as escort?
You' Il deal with the Raviner threat and are perhaps the only man in the real m
who' d not

be tenpted by her exotic appeal. |’ve offered Yune flesh before.”

Cronel soaked in a nmssive tub especially designed to acconmpdate his great
girth...with space for several bathing attendants. One such fenale idly
scrubbed at the

ki ng’s back; another braced a royal foot against her bare breasts as she
trinmred her

sovereign's toenails.

These were but two of Cronel’s personal slaves. In a castle the size of this
one,
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there were any nunber of servants and attendants bustling about at all hours,
day or

ni ght. These were not serfs of that kind.

Cronel had taken dozens of female prisoners during his various battles - wonen
fromevery conceivable race and known real m- and though technically enslaved
for the

personal enjoyment of the d acian king, the women were routinely shared with
kni ght s

and nobles at court.

Preece declined to sanple such wormen. Like other Wani and warriors, he had
neither a taste for slavery nor the need to indulge in random bedsport. Crone
nocked

Preece with his casual words. Preece took a step closer to the edge of the

great tub.
“Sire, | - Damm, are you blind, woman?” Preece railed at the old servant who'd
splashed him “Wth ny face covered, | see better than you do!”

He' d been about to protest that he couldn’'t be ready to enbark the follow ng
nmorni ng for a Dredonian crossing. The king’s schedule allowed no tine to
recruit

addi ti onal mercenaries. Preece had ridden to the royal castle with only a
handf ul of

warriors, tw of whom had al ready departed on another foray of their own.
VWhich left only perpetual |l y-besotted Dugan; Preece’s trusted friend, Lockram
and Sieffre, one of the youngest knights in Preece’s band.

The bunbling rai dservant had spilled a pitcher of cold rinse water down
Preece’ s

| eggi ngs, angering himinto forgetting his other concerns. The woman nust be
wal | - eyed

if she’d been aining for the king s broad pink shoul ders.

“Ch, by the stars and six noons, |ook at what |’'ve gone and done! A thousand

pardons, sir. If youll follow me, 1'll have you stripped of those wet things
and some dry
clothes p - ”

Preece jerked away the towel she offered to wield for him He sw ped at his
knees, which seened to only grow danper. He gl anced up to find the chanbermaid
lewdly winking at him Preece suppressed a groan. He knew that w nk, and how a
dry

towel could seeningly make fabric wetter.

“Al'l right. Which chanber houses ny bel ongi ngs?” He started for the door. The
bunbling maid scurried ahead of him Once in the passageway she nade a quick
left, a

right, then led himto one of the castle’'s many guest chanmbers. As soon as

t hey were

i nside and the door securely closed behind them Preece threw the towel

agai nst the wall

i n open disgust.

“Bourke. Were you hoping to drown the fat throne-sitter?”
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The stooped shoulders flared slightly. Saggi ng pendul ous breasts shrivel ed and
flattened, to be obscured by a flow ng al abaster beard. The servant’s apron

el ongat ed

into a tattered ankle-1ength robe darkened with soot. The soot froma nage's
heart h.

“You' ve been away sone tinme, boy. | knew you'd ride in, when | heard Dugan
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had been taken again.”

Preece scow ed, pointing at his soggy boots and danp | eggi ngs. “You needn’t
have soaked me to announce your presence. | know your w nk.”

Bour ke shrugged shoul ders so frail and thin as to be al nost invisible beneath
hi s

robe. “You needed a good soaking after that display in the throne room 1’ ve
never

known you to ill use a gentleworman. O your weapon.”

“Both nmy sword and the Yune maid are well enough.”

“Mayhap, but | suffered a bit.” The old wizard thrust out a spindly forearm A
scabbed-over gash ran its length. “lI was the chair!”

Preece sighed and | owered his dark cow. “Wre you not so fond of follow ng ne
about and using every possible guise to eavesdrop on matters which do not
concern you,

you' d not suffer these indignities. Renenber the tine the wild boar tried to
mate with

you on that hunt? Wiy don’t you return to your cave and let ne -
“I raised you froma dribbling youth, and unto this very nmoment, what
endanger s

you concerns ne!”

Preece continued stripping off his clothing and munbl ed a curse beneath his
breath. There was little point in remnding the old sage that Preece was no

| onger a | ad,

but a man full grown...a man who hired out his blade to protect and fight for
others. He

was scarce in need of guarding hinself.

“Yunes are al ways unpredictable,” Bourke warned in his rasping voice. “I took
the precaution of casting spells upon these neck amulets. They render nales

i mune to

the girl’s physical appeal.” The wi zard floated toward the ceiling and tried
to sling a

neckl ace around Preece's throat. Preece ducked with a hiss.

“I't’s enough | wear these accursed ebon tunics with cows. | won't wear the
stinking hind part of a bat! |1’ve no need of any |ustbane. As Cronel pointed
out, and you

pl ai nly overheard, |’ve encountered Yunes afore. This particular one is no

different. She

detests me. If she could have hefted my gl aive, she’'d have run ne through wth
it.”

The wi zard scrutinized Preece. “You did not find her attractive, pleasing to

gaze
upon? You felt naught at all when you lifted her fromthe floor?”
Preece grunted negatively as he stretched out full |ength upon the bed,

gl oriously

bare fromhead to toe. He was bone weary and inpatient with the foolishness of
ot her

men. Yune fermal es were accounted remarkably sensual, but Preece cared little
for ogling

worren. Right now he felt grateful for the peace and quiet of this chanber and
a soft bed.

“You gat hered her in your arns and handed her off to those royal pages,”

Bour ke

persi sted. Was the mage never going to let this tiresome di scussion end?

“The maid had fallen to the floor. What should |I have done, sent for a kitchen
barrow? Maybe she can ride in one to G eensward. Fie, of all the fool errands,
bei ng

ordered to see the daughter of sone baron delivered to her future husband in
G eensward.

And of all the realns, why that one? | hate all the ceaseless plowing and tal k
of grain.”



“She’s not a baron’s get, but the only child of Anthaal Fa.”

Preece ran a hand over his bare chest and considered this new fact. Lord Fa
had

been anmong Cronel’s privy council nenbers, an em nent anmbassador. The girl
with the
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flashing violet eyes was Fa’'s daughter...interesting. Preece seened to recal
tal k that

Anthaal Fa married a Yune nobl ewonan of great beauty. The daughter shoul d have
i nherited sone of her mother’s exotic allure.

Yet Preece had not seen nmuch to renmark upon. At |east not the factors nen
usual |y noted. Though he’'d stubbornly deni ed any outstanding i npression to
Bour ke,

she’ d appeared to alnost glinmer. Ripple before his eyes. Surely because he
was so

overtired and vexed at having to rescue Dugan

Not because of the woman hersel f.

“Wth that sharp tongue of hers, her father likely sought to transplant her as
di stant as possible fromhis own household.” Preece recalled her taunt about
his wits.

Bour ke shook his head. “She’s not betrothed to sone petty noble, but the
prince

regent. See you now how grave is your duty? Taking a Yune across Dredonia, the
nost

i nhospitable of realms, to marry royalty at Greensward Pal ace? No snall task.
You are

certain...you do not find her in the |east...beguiling?”

Preece yawned. “Vexing, truth to tell. She likely has an even | ower opini on of
nme. Her dislike was clear enough. And that was after encountering ne with ny
cow in

pl ace.” He waved a hand, indicating his bare upper body. “Can you inagi ne what
she

woul d do, seeing what | truly an?” Wre he not so dead tired, he night have
let his lips

quirk into a grin. He could picture the Yune ripping her skirts free and
knocki ng asi de

every guardsman stationed between her and the castle gates in her haste to
flee.

The wi zard hovered over Preece’'s bed. “Be ever vigilant, Warnonger. There are
dangers greater than you suspect awaiting you.”

Preece drew the bed furs over his |ower body and rolled onto his side, turning
away fromthe wi zard. Wiy didn't Bourke make hinself part of the wall and | et
Pr eece

get sonme much-needed rest?

“What ever they nay be, 1'll face them squarely. Wen has Cronel ever given ne
an easy challenge? He'll pay dearly, you may rely on that. He trusts no other
kni ght with

his delicate Yune goods, and few would attenpt crossing the wastelands with
her for any

sum But this sojourn will get nme coin with which to outfit a vessel all the
sooner. Go

horme to your cave, old one, and take your bat’'s runp with you. 1I'Il be fine.”
“You'll be forever changed,” cane a rattling whisper. Preece rose up on his
el bow and gl anced around, ready to chall enge that assertion
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Bour ke was gone.

“He’ s been sniffing dead bats and evil concoctions too |ong,” Preece assured
hi nsel f under his breath. “Forever changed. As if | could get that lucky.” He
knew

better. He’'d be hiding under black cows the rest of his days. \Whatever agi ng
a man

mght do in fifty winters wouldn’t be enough to change him

He coul d not escape what he was, what he’d been born to. Truebl ooded pure
Wani and,

and hated for it.
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