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 In a
galaxy far, far away …

 


Stone Masterson knew the small female
standing on his doorstep was trouble, but he opened the door
anyway. He was bored and he was lonely. Lonely, he could deal with,
but he loathed being bored.

Sure enough, no sooner had the massive
entry hatch to his Frontiera stronghold groaned open than she
pulled a weapon on him, and he found himself being escorted back
into his own home at laser gunpoint. That was a twist he hadn't
expected.

He looked down at her as the hatch
slammed shut against the swirling snow and frigid wind. She was
just a little bit of a thing, wrapped in a cape of buttery-soft
skrog leather dusted with snow. Visible over the weapon were two
big green eyes filled with a mixture of fear and determination, a
pert nose and the prettiest, most kissable mouth he had seen in
some time. Seven hells, he must be lonelier than he'd
thought.

Or perhaps memory was a more powerful
force than he'd reckoned. Because those eyes and that mouth had
stirred powerful urges in him the first he saw her, too—even if he
hadn't acted on them at the time.

"You evidently have business with me,"
he said. "I usually respond more cordially without a weapon in my
face."

His words, which he thought damned
diplomatic, considering, seemed to incense his visitor. Her eyes
narrowed dangerously and her mouth firmed into a hard line.
Actually it was more of a pout, but he could see it was meant to
look mean, so he bit back the grin that threatened. At least she'd
stopped the shivering that made him want to haul her over in front
of the fire.

"You'll respond, all right," she said
in a husky voice. "Or—or I'll blast a hole in your hide that a
skrog could tromp through!"

Ominous. The wild herd beasts were
huge. He wondered why he wasn't more worried. Part of him was
stirring all right, but it wasn't the hair on the back of his neck,
his usual visceral response to danger. Who the quark knew it would
be so arousing to have a pretty female pull a weapon on
him?

Hers was the compact type of laser
chosen for personal safety. An older model, but well made, of
silver cerametal with narrow titanium trim. Although small, it was
still deadly, even in the hands of a novice.

She peered past him. He watched her,
interested to see what she thought of his haven. A tarma-wood fire
burned in the hearth at the far end of the great room. Primitive as
it was, he had yet to tire of the novelty of sitting before a fire
in the evening, indoors or out, watching the flames lick through
the fuel he fed it. By the time he left Earth I, the only wood had
been enclosed in locked and guarded tree-farms and the gardens of
the wealthy.

Two armchairs were drawn up before the
fire. A small hover table held a snifter of moon-brandy and the
holo-reader he'd been perusing before his alarm warned of her
approach. Glow-lamps floated, round shimmering balls of
light.

Would she think the scene cozy,
inviting? Or that he was spending his evening like an old man,
instead of a virile one in his prime? Maybe, but as the Frontiera
autumn deepened into winter, he'd found himself tired of evenings
at the bars in New Haven, the nearest settlement. Even the thought
of flying in a courtesan failed to excite him.

And tonight he'd had a special reason
for being snug at home.

Perhaps his visitor was the answer to
his ennui. She waved the gun toward the dining area visible through
a wide arch.

"Sit down in there. And—and put your
hands behind your back."

"Ah, you intend to restrain me, do
you?" He cocked his head thoughtfully. "Now, in my experience, when
someone wishes to bind me, they want information, leverage, or
revenge. You've no reason for revenge." Not yet, at
least.

There were plenty of other beings in
the galaxy who did, and some of them wouldn't give up until he was
dead—or they were. Recently he'd been told the price on his head
was enough credit to buy a fast cruiser. Of course the last bounty
hunter who'd tried for him had been left for catamount bait on the
mountain. The one previous had survived long enough to crawl onto
his cruiser, but crashed soon after. Presumably he'd blacked out
from blood loss. Stone had wounded him several times with his own
laser.

She held her weapon steady.
"Information, that's all I want."

"Well, if I'm to be held prisoner, I'd
like to comfortable. I'm sure you can understand that." He motioned
her to follow him through the wide double doors open on the left
side of the big room. "Come along, Rose. You can tie me up in
here."

As he led the way, he was smiling to
himself. His boredom had been snuffed out like a deleted holo-vid
link. By brazening her way into his home, she'd changed the rules.
He'd stayed away from her, hadn't he? He'd tried to do what was
best. But if she was going to treat him like a brigand, then he'd
behave like one.

She might have a weapon, but he had a
few at his disposal, too.
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Rose Thorne could not believe her eyes.
Her prisoner, the man she held at gunpoint, had invited her to
follow him as casually as if she were a guest dropping by, not an
armed intruder.

"Wait a sec," she protested. "You can't
just—walk away from me. I've a weapon, remember?" But she was
speaking to his back.

And had he just called her by her name?
She could have sworn he hadn't noticed her the one time they'd been
in the same room together.

Masterson's lean, rangy form
disappeared through an open doorway. She hurried after him. He
undoubtedly had weapons hidden around his home—she couldn't give
him time to draw one.

She wanted to stuff her weapon back in
the pocket of her cape, plop into one of those huge, cozy chairs,
and just forget this whole scheme.

She'd been fighting that impulse from
the moment he flung open the huge doors and looked down at her with
eyes as golden and merciless as the fire flickering behind him. Up
close, he had the face of a raptor—fierce as a Frontieran
gyre-hawk, with high cheekbones, a blade of a nose and deep-set
eyes. The long, chestnut-brown hair falling around his shoulders
only added to his untamed appearance.

He was untamed. A space magnate whose
meteoric rise to wealth had origins as murky as a black hole. Her
own training as a dutiful daughter and pastry chef hadn't prepared
her to deal with men like him.

Even if part of her had been craving
just that for an entire lunar year.

Why did he have to be a—a space pirate,
who had drawn her only remaining family into his nefarious schemes?
The most exciting man she'd ever met and she had to get his
attention all right, but not for romance. He was like a delectable
dessert displayed in a café window—mouth-wateringly tempting, but
unavailable+.

Tracking his long-legged saunter
through his home, Rose drew a determined breath. Mooning over what
couldn't be wouldn't win her goal. Only force would work—that's
what men like Stone Masterson understood. So she'd come here to
beard him in his den.

And it was den-like. She looked around
with fascination as she hurried after him. Everything was built on
a large scale, of solid stone, wood and leather. It was quite cozy,
really, with the fire burning warmly in the hearth and soft light
from the glow-lamps in every room. A complete contrast to the
winter night and blowing snow outside. She'd barely been able to
see the last stretch of the hovie track that had been cleared up
the mountainside. If not for his lights, she might have missed it
entirely.

But she stopped short in the open door.
He'd led her to his bedroom. And the man who was supposed to be her
captive was lying back on the huge bed, watching her, relaxed as if
they had come here to—well. She had the surreal feeling that he was
in control, not she, which was ridiculous because she had the
weapon.

"You can tie me up here, Rose." His
voice was soft, coaxing as if he didn't want to frighten her. Which
was also ridiculous because why would he care if she were
frightened? Except that of course he didn't want to get shot by a
nervous kidnapper.

"I will, then." She crossed the room
with the weapon before her. "And don't get any more creative ideas,
Mr. Masterson, or I may start shooting."

"Oh, I won't," he assured her. "I can
see you're a determined woman."

He lay back against the mounded pillows
on the bed and arranged his hands helpfully on the massive wooden
crosspieces of the huge headboard. Both he and the bed looked as
though they had been hand-hewn.

He wore a pair of leather pants, so
pliant they clung to his muscular legs like a second skin. With his
moss-green shirt pulled up by the position of his arms, she could
see his pants also molded to his groin. Rose blinked. He was
certainly … impressive.

As a peculiar warmth invaded her own
nether regions, she jerked her gaze back to Masterson's face. His
mouth twitched. Rose eyed him suspiciously. Was he laughing at
her?

His glossy hair fell back from his high
cheekbones, revealing a small comlink in one ear. Nearly all
Frontierans wore them, held on by a minor surgical procedure. A
rudimentary satellite communication system had been established on
the planet. Masterson's comlink was carved of polished horn, a
small objet d'art. That figured; he was said to be wallowing in
wealth from his shady pursuits.

Reaching under her cloak, Rose fumbled
for the soft restraints she'd brought. They stuck in the inner
pocket, and her attention wavered from her weapon as she tugged. At
last they came free.

She approached the bed under his look
of rapt interest. Rather like a large predator might look at his
next meal. Her heart pounding even harder, she scowled at
him.

"I'm going to tie you up now," she
said. "And if you make a move, I'll shoot."

"Wouldn't think of it, Rose." He spoke
with a slight, lilting accent, rolling his consonants and
lengthening the vowels.

"Don't call me that." She was just
realizing the impossibility of climbing onto the side of the bed
clad in her enveloping cloak. And besides, the warmth of his home
was making her perspire. Well, there was no help for it. Her wrap
would have to come off.

"But what am I to call you?" Now he had
a smile in his voice, drat him.

"Miss Thorne to you." She worked the
fastenings and pushed the cloak off.

His gaze heated.

A blush surged upward from Rose's low
décolletage and blistered its way across her cheeks. She knew very
well what occasioned that look; the ridiculous costume she wore in
her current job as hostess at the Yolovana Inn and Bar in New
Haven.
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Stone recognized her ensemble. Of
clinging faux chamois, the brief halter dress made her look like a
Frontiera Girl Scout gone bad. He gave silent thanks for the
avarice of the inn's owner, whose choice of uniform made his
servers a walking enticement.

This dress fit as if it had been
shrink-wrapped onto her, clinging to her round hips and thighs, her
small waist, and even the slight curve of her belly. She'd be soft
there, built to cushion a man while she rocked him to sweet
oblivion. And her breasts—round and full, cradled in thin faux
leather like an offering … He stifled a groan.

"I have to tell you, lass, if you'd
dressed like that the first time I saw you, I'd have made sure we
were introduced right away."

She eyed him suspiciously. "But I've
only seen you once and you didn't even notice me." Was that a flash
of hurt in those eyes, or just feminine pique?

"My party at the inn last winter."
Christmas by Old Europa tradition. He took over the inn every year,
throwing a big celebration for his employees and the locals. "I
noticed you all right. A little immi just off the cruise ship, with
eyes the size of moons, staying close by your brother's
side."

She bridled. "I remember you, too.
Holding court before the fire, like some feudal lord, while your
subjects hung on your every word."

"You didn't hang on my
words."

"Branch wouldn't let me near
you."

He tried to look surprised. "Oh,
wouldn't he, now? Can't think why."

He knew why, of course. He was a
dangerous man. He might not run contraband for a living any longer,
but he ruled his frontier empire with a titanium grip, backed up by
beings with weapons and deadly fighting skills.

Thorne was protective of his only
sister. He hadn't wanted her to make the long, expensive journey
here from Earth II, as he planned to be gone less than a lunar
year. But apparently Rose had a bit of the adventuring spirit in
her too.

"Anyway," she went on with a toss of
her head. "Everyone here has been more than happy to fill me in on
the sort of females you consort with, Mr. Masterson."

"What sort is that?" he asked
innocently.

She blushed, her mouth primming up.
"Expensive ones."

He grinned at her. Her long auburn hair
was bound up with leather head bands, tendrils escaping around her
face and throat. One tug and it would come loose. Those glossy
curls would spill over her shoulders in a cascade, tickling his
skin like a silken whip.

But first he wanted to know just how
far she was willing to take this. He was intrigued by the rosy
flush decorating her face and the pale skin of her throat and
chest. She had the body of a courtesan but the reactions of an
innocent.

Unease niggled icily in his gut,
cooling his arousal. Seven hells, what if she was a
virgin?

Branch Thorne was willing to undertake
any adventure, but when his sister had arrived, he'd refused to let
her get her own apartment and he'd found her a job where she was
surrounded with people. Had he protected her so thoroughly that
she'd never been with a man?

Stone tried to imagine growing up with
care like that. He couldn't. He'd trust a few of his people with
his life, but those were bonds forged of battle, not
blood.

The cold, filthy streets of Old Europa,
Earth I, had been his school and his proving ground.

He'd fought his way to the top and
never looked back, but part of him would always be that wild street
thug, willing to do anything to maintain his place in the
world.

The bed dipped as she knelt at his
side. He watched with interest as she struggled to wrap one of the
restraints around his near wrist. His hands were much larger than
hers. Next to his arms, knotted with sinewy muscle, hers were
slender.

"Miss Thorne and Mr. Masterson," he
mused. "Don't you think that's a bit formal, considering where we
are?"

She eyed him suspiciously. Goading her
was the most fun he'd had in weeks. He'd enticed the juicy, tender
prey within reach, and he was going to toy with her before he
decided whether to gobble her up—figuratively, at least.

"Where you are—" she reminded him as
she marched around the bed to lash his other arm "—is in my power.
I'm going to ask you some questions, Mr. Masterson, and you're
going to answer them."

"Ah, I see. And what if you don't like
my answers? What are you goin' to do then?"

Her eyes flashed emerald fire. She took
a deep breath, visibly fighting for calm. Her breasts struggled
against the confines of the low-cut dress. He hoped devoutly they
would win the battle and burst free.

"You'll just have to wait and find out,
won't you?" For a moment he thought she was answering his unspoken
wish.

She laid the laser on the bedside
table. He noted its location and then looked back at
her.

His captor crossed her arms, which also
had an interesting effect on her cleavage. "Now, where is my
brother?"

Ah, the battle was joined. He raised
his brows. "Why would I know where he is?"

"Because you made him go."

"Did I?"

She leaned over him, planting one knee
and both hands on the bed in the hollow of his body to glare at
him. Quark, she was fun to tease. "You know you did. Branch has
been working for you on some hush-hush project, probably un—." She
broke off, her look turning wary as if she knew she'd almost said
too much. "I want to know where he is, and I want to know how to
get him back. He hasn't contacted me or answered my comlinks for
more than a week. And he never does that. So don't play games with
me."

So she thought he'd embroiled her
precious brother in something unlawful, did she? He smiled, a slow,
taunting stretch of his lips. "Oh, but I very much want to play
games with you, lass."

He'd gone too far. The fire in her eyes
drowned in tears, and a strangled sob lodged in her throat. Her arm
flew back and she slapped him, hard.

Her palm struck his cheek with a smack.
His head snapped to one side on the pillows, his ears ringing. He
shook his head to clear it and turned back to her. Quark, those
little hands packed a wallop. His cheekbone was on fire.

"The rose has thorns." He wasn't sure
which stung worse, the blow or her suspicions.

She stared at his cheek, her soft mouth
rounding with horror. "Oh, no. Oh, no. I've never done anything
like that before." She looked at the heavy ring on her middle
finger as if it had done the slapping, not her.

"That's quite a weapon."And why did it
look familiar?

She grabbed it with her other hand,
yanking it off her finger. Her hands were shaking. "I forgot about
it—not that that's any excuse."

"It's not yours?" Was it a gift from a
lover? His cheek throbbed, but he ignored it. He wouldn't poach,
not if she was bound to one of his men. They deserved better than
that from their boss, no matter what she thought of him.

The look she gave him was laden with
guilt. "It belongs to Branch. He never wears it out into the
field—it's all he has left of our father. I'm so sorry, I didn't
mean to—"

She stopped short, clearly realizing
the irony of apologizing to him for doing what she had come here to
do: hurt him if necessary, to make him talk.

Her struggle was fascinating to watch,
as he was used to dealing with rough traders who would do anything,
including maiming and killing, to get the better of a business
deal. Some were female, but that made them no less
deadly.

But this one was fighting not for
contraband or credit, but for someone she loved. And she was
clearly out of her depth, yet kept pushing forward
anyway.

He ought to turn her over his knee.
What the quark did she think she was doing, sashaying about on a
dark winter's night alone with a storm blowing in and only a laser
weapon to protect her? What if her hovie had quit on her, or he
hadn't been home? She might have frozen to death.

Or met an even worse fate. Wild
catamounts prowled these hills, and so did sentient beings that
were even wilder. They knew to stay away from him and his, but an
unprotected woman like this would be fair game. Just a few weeks
ago, a young tourist had disappeared from the other side of the
mountains. Her parents had offered a hefty reward for her return,
but by now she'd probably been sold as a sex slave.

And if a would-be assassin found Rose
on his mountain dressed like this and thought she was his … His
blood ran cold at what they'd do to her.

Lifting her chin, she firmed her mouth.
She shoved the ring into the pocket of her dress. "You see to what
lengths I'm willing to go. Now, will you tell me where he
is?"

Masterson moved his jaw experimentally.
Wet trickled down his cheekbone, which was already beginning to
swell. Branch Thorne was a lucky man, and he himself was a fool to
wish even for an instant that her staunch loyalty could be for the
likes of him.

"Well, as to that, darlin'," he
drawled. "I don't like pain. But I can see that you like inflicting
it even less, so I don't think that line of questioning is goin' to
take us very far. You haven't the stomach for it."

She blinked. He smiled to himself. He'd
called her bluff. She hadn't thought of this contingency. As her
gaze fell on his cheek, she winced, and he thought for a moment her
eyes were going to fill again. Damn, her tears were stealing his
ire, which annoyed him.

But she surprised him. "Where are your
handkerchiefs?"

"Haven't any."

She tsked. "Never mind, I always carry
one." She scooted off of the bed, scrabbled in the pocket of her
cloak and returned to kneel beside him again, a snowy scrap of
cloth in her hand. Leaning over him, she dabbed gingerly at the cut
on his face.

She was even prettier up close. Her
silky skin had a bloom like a plum-quot from a Frontiera orchard.
Her mouth was plump and sweet.

He inhaled slowly, and heat rolled
through him. She smelled good—warm, healthy woman, her essential
scent overlaid with that of some sweet spice, like … pastries, that
was it. He wanted to bury his face in the curve of her throat and
nuzzle, then unwrap her like a treat.

He'd follow that scent into every
hollow and damp crevice, until he reached the deepest, sweetest of
all, between her thighs. He'd eat her up, even if she hadn't been
wrapped for him. She'd delivered herself to him, hadn't
she?

The heat intensified, arrowing straight
to his groin. Oh yes, he was going devour her all right, until her
soft, hot center enfolded him and sated his most basic male
appetite.+

She applied pressure to the small wound
and cast him a look from under her long lashes. "Stop smiling at
me."

"But you see —" he winced as she
pressed harder "—I've thought of the way you should deal with
me."

 


 


# # #

 


 


“What do you mean, you’ve
decided how I should deal with you?”

Rose's captive shifted slightly in the
bed, the heat of his torso against her thigh.

"Well, I'm a very easy mark for a
lovely woman. You could no doubt seduce me into telling you
everything you want to know."

It was a good thing Rose was sitting
down. There was a faint ringing in her ears, and she felt dizzy, as
if she was falling into his gleaming gaze.

"Th-that's ridiculous. I—I certainly am
not going to seduce you." He thought she was lovely? Even compared
to all those mistresses? They said he brought them in on the big
space cruise ships, then sent them home laden with expensive gifts
when he was tired of them.

His mouth quirked ruefully. His lips
were thin but beautifully shaped. She jerked her gaze back to his.
How did he smile with his eyes like that? Even with the devilish
glint, that look still called to her.

"You wouldn't have to do much. Why,
you'd be amazed at what I'll admit for a kiss."

She swallowed. Fidgeted. Braced herself
on his broad chest with one hand as the bed shifted beneath her. He
was very warm, and his heart beat beneath her palm with a steady
thump.

This close, he was even sexier than the
first time she saw him standing like a conquering warrior before
the inn's hearth. This close, he was nearly
irresistible.

"Come kiss me, and I'll tell you where
he is," he whispered. Only it sounded like 'coom kess me,' and it
was the most beguiling offer she'd ever had from any man, brigand
or not.

Her gaze skittered to his mouth and
back. It was just a kiss. Ever so much easier than hitting and
waving guns, both of which she now understood were not for her. The
thought of the heartbeat under her palm ceasing to beat made her
soul-sick.

Just a kiss … and just what she'd
wanted for so very long.

Slowly, warily, she bent over until
they were only a breath apart. He lay very still, watching her,
daring her without a word to come closer. She leaned just that much
further and brushed her lips across his.

He smelled of the forest outdoors,
tarma pine and fresh air, underlaid with a tantalizing scent that
was his own. A lot of men who had come to Frontiera seemed to feel
that personal hygiene was no part of the frontier experience. Stone
Masterson smelled of clean, healthy male in his prime.

As their lips met, her breath hitched
at the surge of sensation. His lips were warm and silky against
hers, firm. He lifted his head, prolonging the contact, deepening
it. Kissing her back.

Until she recalled just who he was and
why she had begun the kiss. She jerked her head up a few
inches.

"Your brother is north of here," he
coaxed. "Want to know how far away?"

She nodded and he lifted his head,
making it clear how she would get the information.

"Is he in trouble?" she demanded, her
fingers curling into his shirt. "Or—or hurt?"

"Nay, lass. He's fine."

She could find no slyness in his gaze.
Relief swept through her, followed by doubt. "Why hasn't he
contacted me, then? He knows I worry about him. Our parents—" She
bit the words off. That was a hurt too deep to share.

"The winter storms are worse where he
is," he told her. "That's all. Lousy communications between there
and the valley. Clearer signal up here. Now as to how far away he
is …" He looked at her mouth.

Rose kissed him again, with more
confidence. He certainly couldn't ravish her while he was tied to
the bed. And if he wanted to tell her what he knew for a few
kisses, well, kissing him was quite pleasant, compared to some of
the sloppy, wet attempts other men had subjected her to. She'd
worry later that she'd been intimate with a man of his
caliber.

He seemed to very much enjoy simply
playing her lips with his, tasting her, sampling her breath while
their faces brushed. His breath was fresh, with a hint of brandy.
Intriguing as the scent of exotic berries in the market.

She wished that she could taste him
more. Maybe if he'd tell her something else.

"How far away is he?"

"A day's journey—by
cruiser."

She leaned down and pressed a kiss to
the corner of his mouth, intrigued by the fine crease there and the
texture of his warm skin faintly peppered with whiskers. Oh, he
liked that. A low sound vibrated through his chest, like the purr
of a tamed catamount.

"Which settlement is he in?"

Masterson stole another kiss himself,
his lips parted enough to catch her bottom one and taste it.
"Hmm?"

Rose let him kiss her again. She saw
how to get what she wanted. She'd play him like a violin. And leave
him here, wanting her, the way she'd wanted him.

All those nights tossing restlessly in
her narrow bed in Branch's spare bedroom had been good for
something after all; she'd imagined proving to Stone Masterson that
she could please him better than a mistress. And if she blushed to
remember the things she'd done, pretending it was him touching her,
well, he needn't know that.

"Which settlement?" she
repeated.

His eyes narrowed. "I don't know if I
should tell you that much."

He had to tell her. She hadn't dared
this much not to learn everything she wanted to know. About Branch,
she reminded herself. Not about how it would feel to take this
encounter to its natural culmination.

She shifted over, planting one hand on
his far shoulder. Then, with a daring she wouldn't have thought
possible an hour ago, she straddled him, planting one knee on
either side of his lean hips with her hands on his chest. He drew
in a sharp breath, his nostrils flaring.

"Tell me where." Her heart in her
throat, nearly unable to believe her own daring, Rose eased herself
down so she rode him. The only barriers between them were her thin
panties and his snug pants.

What she hadn't counted on was the
effect on her own body. As she settled lightly on his groin, he
tensed, reminding her that she was astride a powerful, virile male.
A long, thick shape prodded her tender labia, sending heat lashing
through her. Her pussy clenched and then melted. She fought a
losing battle with a blush at the knowing glint in his eyes. It was
all she could do not to rub herself on him and stoke the rising
flames.

"Ah, siren," he approved, his voice a
little hoarse now. "He's near Adamant. But …" His gaze on her
mouth, his own lips parted, letting her know what he
wanted.

She bent and kissed him again, letting
her breasts press against his chest. Pleasure and triumph fizzed
through her like champagne. She was astride a beast far more
dangerous than a catamount, and she was in charge. "But
what?"

He kissed her harder this time, cocking
his head to taste her, coaxing her to snuggle in flatter on him, to
run her fingers into his hair to hold him just so, where she could
let him suck her tongue into his mouth and enjoy it.

"But you'll need me to guide you." His
hips surged under hers, raking her with that concealed weapon.
"I've a big cruiser and a pilot. Let me take you there."

"You'd do that?" She turned her head
just enough to let him continue nuzzling her face with his own. Oh,
he was going for the side of her throat. She had just time to feel
a frisson of danger, an inkling this was not a good
idea.

Then he nipped her neck where it met
her shoulder. His teeth scraped her tender skin, igniting every
nerve ending, sending pleasure streaking through her. She bit back
the whimper that tried to escape her throat.

He called her a siren, but this man was
as potent as the moon-brandy he'd been drinking, more delicious
than any pastry she'd ever tasted.

"I'd do that for you," he promised.
"Say yes, and I'll take you with me."

"Yes? To what?"

"Yes to us. Yes to this. Yes to here …
and now."

He opened his mouth, sucking until she
writhed against him, helpless against the pleasure. What would it
hurt, after all, if she let him give her this? No one would ever
have to know. She just wanted this one time with the real man, not
the chimera of her fantasies. Of course there could never be any
more between them. He was a brigand, not the kind of man on whom a
woman pinned a lifetime of dreams.

"Yes to me kissing you like
this all over your luscious body," he went on, his breath tickling
her skin, his deep, rough voice reverberating through her. "Yes to
my hands on you and in you. Say yes, Rose."

"Y-yes," she managed. "Oh, yes." She
might not survive, as dizzy as she was at just this, but she had to
have him.

His shoulders rolled mightily and just
like that his long arms closed around her bare back in two
implacable bands of cerametal. He wrapped one big hand about the
back of her neck, opened his mouth on her skin and sucked, just
where she would feel it the most.

Rose whimpered. She couldn't help it.
The fire-lit room spun crazily and she found herself underneath her
captive. His long, hard, male body pressed her into the bed while
he continued to employ all the weapons at his disposal. As he was
now free to do.

"I—tied you up," she managed, blinking
up at him. Somehow her arms had slid up around him, capturing his
heat and strength in her embrace. He was still between her parted
legs, but now his superior weight was above her as he rubbed
himself into the soft center of her body. It was delicious, it was
maddening. She had to stop this … just as soon as she got control
of the dizzy heat spinning around inside her.

He nibbled her ear, and one of his big
hands molded itself over her breast, caressing her through the thin
chamois leather. His hair fell across her cheek, smelling of tarma
pine and smoke.

"I've a rather special skill set," he
said apologetically. "I've gotten loose from many a crueler captor
than you, darlin'."

He kissed her again, so tenderly that
she could not object when the tie of her halter loosened. He lifted
up on one elbow to watch as he bared her breasts. He sucked in his
breath, his eyes flaming in the shadows. "Great God, you're
lovely."

She knew she had pretty breasts—they
were full and round. At his words, her nipples tightened, pointing
up at him, begging for attention.

Masterson smiled. "You like me looking
at you. Let's see how you like this."

He caressed her, pushing up her bare
breasts into tempting mounds as he teased her with grazes of his
lips, stinging nips of his strong white teeth, his hair dragging
over her skin, tickling her. When she could bear it no more and
drove her fingers into his hair, pulling him closer, he chuckled
deep in his throat, but he gave her what she wanted, needed,
drawing one nipple into his mouth while he pinched and rolled the
other. His mouth was hot and silky, and he wasn't afraid to use it
on her, pulling so strongly her nipple was flattened between his
tongue and the roof of his mouth, the edge of his teeth raking her
as he let go.

He enjoyed both of her breasts, turning
from one to the other, then back, as if he couldn't decide which
was more delectable, suckling and fondling until her nipples were
hyper-sensitive, every strong pull echoing deep inside her pussy.
Rose squirmed under him, her thighs squeezing his, rocking up
against him as she sought relief from the throbbing between her
legs.

"Ah, you need me, don't you?" His
whiskers scraped her soft skin as he kissed his way up her throat,
pausing to nip the point of her chin. "Don't fret, sweet Rose. I
won't leave you aching."

Looking into his shadowed face, she
believed him. So much that she objected not at all, even helped, as
he unfastened her little skirt. He pushed it off her hips along
with her panties, leaving her naked and open under him. He looked
her over from head to toe, slipping his hand behind her knee and
crooking her leg up to admire her pussy. She wanted to wriggle with
pleasure under that look.

He kissed her as he cupped one hand
between her legs, holding her while he teased her mouth with those
knowing lips of his.

"I'm going to have you first with my
hand and then with my mouth." He watched her closely as he traced
the swollen, wet seam of her labia with his calloused fingertips.
"All right?'

"Yes—please." She clutched at him as he
stroked her back and forth, his fingers slipping a little farther
inside her each time, until she trembled under his hand and dug her
nails demandingly into his shoulders. Was this his revenge for
tying him up, to tease her and leave her hanging on this precipice
of need?

"That's right, leave your mark on me,"
he approved, watching her. Two of his long fingers slid right
inside her, plumbing her tight, sleek channel. There he stopped,
while satisfaction tightened his face. "You're not a
virgin."

He expected her to talk
while he had his fingers inside her most private place? Rose opened
her mouth but the wrong words came out. "Don't stop
now."

He grinned wickedly. He drew his
fingers nearly out, stroking her inner thigh with the back of his
hand. "So soft," he praised. "Inside and out."

In and out, in and out, he plumbed her.
She blushed at the succulent, wet sound. He watched her mercilessly
as a gyre-hawk. "Open up a little more for me, love. Move with
me—show me what you like."

And she did. Her knee drew up and she
arched in his tender grasp, reaching down to place her hand over
his and guide him. She was not prepared, however, for the onslaught
of pleasure. She knew what she liked when she touched herself, but
his hand was so much larger, harder, every sensation was magnified.
And of course it was combined with his knowing gaze and that wicked
mouth. She wanted to kiss him again. She tugged him down to
her.

"Like this?" he asked against her
mouth. As she nodded eagerly, he curled those wicked fingers inside
her, finding that magical place up behind her mons and pressing
firmly, while his big thumb found the tiny, swollen knot of her
clitoris and began to work it. He kissed her as well, his mouth
opening over hers, devouring her.

She whimpered with delight, her pussy
spasming tightly around his fingers as she came, more quickly than
she ever had before. Not that she had a lot to compare him to—her
own touch and a few hasty, fumbling couplings with young men she'd
dated in culinary school. They might have been geniuses with
gremel-fruit and pastry, but they certainly didn't know their way
around a woman's body the way this man did.

Of course they hadn't made her heart
pound, her pussy wet, just by looking at her, either. She forced
her eyes open. This wasn't why she'd come here. "We should go …
shouldn't we?"

"We'll leave at first light," he told
her. "Can't leave now—storm blowing in." He shifted down so that he
could press a kiss to her bare belly, his fingers still inside her.
Her toes curling at the pleasure of the tender caress, Rose lifted
her head to peer at him. She gaped as she saw where he was making
himself comfortable. He shouldered her bare thighs farther apart,
leaning over to kiss the inside of her knee. Meeting her gaze, he
winked as he bent his head to her mons and inhaled deeply. His eyes
grew heavy. The bruise on his cheek only made him look more
roguish.

"Ah, siren, I love the way you smell.
And such a pretty little pussy. You knew a man would be seeing this
trim job, didn't you? Just a trail of sweet red curls, leading
straight to heaven."

He was looking at her with careful
attention to detail. This time her blush suffused her entire body,
from head to toe, but it was accompanied by another deep thrill of
pleasure. Having him look at her there was intensely embarrassing
and yet incredibly arousing.

When she felt his tongue on her, Rose
cried out. She couldn't help it. He knew exactly what to do, where
to lavish it like a silken whip, how to delve it deep between his
fingers, holding her spread open for his enjoyment.

"Oh. You shouldn't. But—please don't
stop," she begged him, spearing her fingers into his hair so he
would not cease that velvet caress. "I'm … oh, I'm coming again, I
am!"

He chuckled deep in his throat, but he
didn't stop licking her.

Rose came, another toe-curling
implosion of pleasure, even though she'd never come more than once
before. Somehow, it did not surprise her, because it was this man.
He'd had her at first look—this was the culmination.

He waited until she was finished,
languorous and breathless, lying there with her arms and legs open
for him to look at. Then he sat back on his heels and reached over
his head with one arm to strip off his shirt. His shoulders were
heavy with muscle, his biceps defined, and his chest was a broad
plain, spangled with dark hair that she wanted to bury her nose in,
run her fingers through.

"Now," he said as he shoved his pants
down and levered himself out of them. "You've my promise. And
you've had your pleasure—twice. Will you have my cock as well,
Rose?"

She looked up at him, kneeling between
her thighs, one hand stroking his cock, which thrust out from his
lean hips, flushed with arousal, huge and as dangerous as the laser
gun on the bed stand.

He would probably hurt her, as big as
he was, and she certainly couldn't come a third time. But she
wanted to please him as he had her—wanted to hear him groan as he
found his pleasure, wanted to experience the fullness of her
fantasies starring him. She held up her arms to him.

"You've your vaccinations?" he
demanded. "All of them?'

Rose nodded. She'd been vaccinated
against unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections, and
she made sure she had her yearly booster shots.

"Clever girl." He came down to
her.

Holding him naked in her arms was the
best of all, she discovered, shivering with delight. He was hot,
hard and a delicious male combination of smooth and hairy. He
weighed her into the bed like a downed tree and she loved it. A
deep shudder ran through him as she pulled him close, sliding her
hands around his sleek flanks to stroke his hard ass. He leaned up
on his elbows and framed her face with his big hands.

"Now, you'll take me, won't you? You'll
let me fuck you the way I want to."

She opened her eyes, and let him see
her surrender, that this was no longer about getting information.
That she wanted to be his—at least for this one night.
"Yes."

"I'll go slow," he promised.

And he did, although she could feel how
it cost him. His taut muscles trembled, his skin dampened even more
as he forged carefully into her. She sucked in her breath as his
true size became apparent, stretching her channel to the utmost.
But when he was deep inside her, she realized being filled so
completely was the most wonderful sensation she'd ever experienced.
And he was ruining her for all other men.

She didn't realize she was mumbling
aloud until he threw back his head and laughed.

"Ah, siren, you undo me."

He began to move inside her,
inexorably, pulling out to thrust back in again and again and again
… until Rose realized with astonishment her two earlier orgasms
were only the prelude to this, to being the receptacle of a weapon
more potent than any invented for war. Sensation rose again inside
her, heat consuming her like the fire in his hearth devouring the
tarma-wood.

"Wrap your legs around me." He showed
her how and then proceeded to take her with progressively longer,
harder strokes, until he was slamming his cock into her, the bed
rocking underneath her, his brawny torso straining in her grasp,
and she was loving it more the harder he took her. He thrust as if
his life depended on it, holding her in an unbreakable grip. His
skin grew hot and damp, his face flushed and taut.

This time her cries rose to a crescendo
that drove him, praised him, pleaded with him not to stop as she
surrendered completely and found pleasure greater than she'd ever
known.
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Stone couldn't believe his curvy little
siren could take the fucking he was giving her and still keep
moaning for more. Her sweet, escalating cries drove him mad, as did
the incredibly tight, hot suction of her pussy and the way she
bucked in his arms, meeting every one of his thrusts and demanding
another.

When he felt her coming for the third
time, her pussy squeezing him like a wet, secret fist, he could
contain his own ecstasy no longer. He threw back his head, a deep
guttural cry tearing from his chest as he climaxed in long pulses
of savage joy.

Then he sucked in a deep breath and let
it out, his body relaxing.

He was locked tight in his own hot
little heaven, all on a cold winter's night. Letting his head drop
beside hers on the pillows, he laughed to himself, her soft breasts
quivering with the vibration of his chest. On Frontiera, a man
never knew what the winter storms might blow in, but they'd never
brought him anything this sweet before. Her hands smoothing across
his sweat-damp back made him shiver with pleasure.

When he finally moved off of her, he
braced himself for a post-coital chat. Women inevitably wanted
that, another reason he consorted only with paid companions. This
one had come to talk—or at least to make him do so.

Having resigned himself, he was taken
aback when his tempting captor mumbled something, yawned so hard
her body stiffened in a bow, and then let her thick dark lashes
fall shut without a peep. Her auburn hair streamed across his
pillows, baring the tender line of her throat, the shell of her
ear, decorated with a pretty little emerald-green comlink. He could
just see her initials picked out in tiny diamonds.

He stared down at her,
astonished by her complete relaxation. Then his mouth twitched with
humor. Apparently his legend was not as fearsome as he'd been given
to understand. She'd been frightened of him at first, but now she
seemed to find him about as menacing as a big house pet. Of course
he had offered to
help her, so she hadn't that to worry about any longer.

In fact he'd made her a reckless
promise. Quark it. Had he really told her he'd take her to Branch?
Leaning on his elbow, he scrubbed a hand over his face. He couldn't
take her out to the site—much too dangerous.

He'd drop her off in Adamant, the
nearest settlement, and get her settled in the rooms he kept at the
lodge there. Perhaps they'd have time for another quick fuck before
he headed out to the site.

Once the merchandise was securely in
place, Branch could ride back to Adamant with him, and she'd see
that he'd kept her brother safe for her.

He grimaced. Wouldn't that be a
touching family reunion? Thorne, his sister and the man who'd
fucked her so well she was out like a fading star. No, he'd deliver
Thorne to her, or vice versa, and leave. Best all round. And if his
gut felt a bit hollow, that was probably just because he hadn't
eaten enough supper.

And thinking of Thorne, the man
should've checked in by now.

Stone slid out of bed and used the
lavatory. As he passed a mirror, he caught sight of the bruise on
his cheek. A small contusion, not bad enough to scar. Even if it
did, it would only match the others scattered over his body. He
dabbed a bit of gesic on it and went to check the security system
as he did each night. Then he stopped in front of the fireplace
with his com-unit. The fire had died, but the glowing embers still
gave off heat. He brought up the holo-vid link that he used with
his most trusted employees and waited for Thorne to
answer.

Instead of a clear picture, he got a
fuzzy, wavering image accompanied by an ululating whine, echoing
the winter wind outside. With a curse, he broke the connection.
Even with such a poor link, wouldn't do to keep it open long enough
for anyone to hone in on the signal. Too many scavengers crouched,
waiting to spring.

He paced back and forth on the hearth,
the smooth stone warm under his bare feet. He wasn't surprised he
couldn't reach Thorne, but it still bothered him. There was so much
riding on this deal.

And tomorrow all the months of
carefully guarded work and planning would lock into place. Unless
something went wrong.

He brought up another holo-vid link.
"Jark? Come in."

This time the image was of his pilot
lounging in a pool of steaming water, his head laid back against
the smooth rock, eyes closed. His long, pale hair was wet, as were
his massive shoulders. Without opening his eyes, he spoke in a deep
voice that rumbled off the stone around him. "What's up,
Boss?"

"Just making sure you'll be ready to
pick me up as planned," Masterson said.

The other man groaned but didn't bother
to lift his head. "I was afraid of that. Just got in a few hours
ago, y'know."

"Did you make contact?"

"Did a fly-over. They signaled me,
waved me on. Don't worry, Boss, everything's fine up
there."

Masterson grunted. "Well, since you're
alone for once, better get some sleep."

The other man lifted his head and
grinned wickedly. "Who said I was alone?"

A sleek head broke the steaming surface
in front of him. A woman emerged from the water, her bare back to
Masterson. "Told you I could stay under for a long
time."

Ignoring Masterson, Jark pulled her
onto his lap. "Yup, and I liked what you did while you were down
there, too. Now come enjoy the results."

Evidently his pilot would be going
without sleep. Masterson broke the comlink and left the couple to
enjoy what was left of the night.

He shook his head at his own
uneasiness. He'd be at the site by tomorrow afternoon. The men
guarding it with Thorne were tough ex-Space Forces veterans with
the best weapons available. Everything was going as
planned.

Except for his unexpected visitor, that
is.

 


Rose was still asleep. He lifted her up
enough to work the terra-goose down comforter from under her and
lay beside her, pulling it up over them.

She rolled toward him. Then, to his
amused astonishment, she burrowed into the hollow of his body, not
stopping until she was draped half over him. He lay awake for a
time, her slow breath sighing against his throat. Damn, she was not
only extraordinarily trusting, she was a snuggler.

Her hand lay over his heart. He had the
odd whimsy she was guarding it—like a pert mouse trying to shelter
a gyre-hawk. Foolishness, but there was no denying she felt good in
his arms.

He was not a romantic. He was a cynic,
honed by a life of cruel circumstance and choice to cerametal
toughness. But he liked his creature comforts, including a pretty
woman in his bed. He enjoyed an amusing companion, too. This woman
made him want to laugh even when she was not trying.

She was far from stupid, but Thorne's
little sister did seem to be certifiably naïve. That was a rare
commodity that Frontiera usually knocked out of its residents soon
after they landed.

He found he wanted to protect this one
from losing her innocence the hard way.

Of course he'd tricked her into having
sex with him, which women found reprehensible, but he was
definitely the lesser of evils. If she'd managed to make it out to
Adamant by herself, she might very well have suffered some
degrading, if not fatal experience. He, on the other hand, would
take very good care of her.

Now he wanted her to wake up. He was
bored, that was all. Might as well get that post-coital chat going.
Of course he'd have to let her down easy if she had any ideas about
this turning into something more.

He stroked the tender curve of her
back. She started awake. Lifting her head from his shoulder, she
gazed at him with sleep-fogged eyes. One cheek was flushed from
being pasted to his shoulder.

"Welcome back," he said, brushing a
stray curl from her face with his forefinger.

Her eyes widened. She leaned up onto
her elbow and scissored her leg off his groin so fast he flinched,
grabbing to protect his cock.

"Did I fall asleep?" She gave him a
bashful look. "I should go."

He stroked her ass again, enjoying the
softness of the full globes. "Go where?"

"Well—back to the apartment. I can't
just stay here …" She looked around at his shadowed bedroom and
shrugged. Her breasts moved against the side of his
chest.

He gave her a look to let her know what
he thought of that drivel. "You're not goin' anywhere. It's middle
of the night, colder than an Indigon's heart and blowing snow." He
tugged her back where he wanted her, her soft thigh over his groin.
"Besides, you're coming with me, remember?" She already had, matter
of fact, but best not mention that.

Her eyes were the hue of moss in the
soft lamplight, with darker flecks the shade of tarma needles. "I
am? That is, I am." She ducked her head back onto his shoulder and
sighed, her fingers moving tentatively in the pelt of hair on his
chest. "I can't believe I'm here," she murmured, so softly he could
barely hear.

He swept his hand over the curve of her
hip and up her side, pausing to enjoy the dip of her waist, and the
gentle indentations of her ribs. "Impetuous woman that you
are."

She gave an indignant huff, her breath
tickling his throat. "Determined, rather."

He grunted in acknowledgement. "Your
brother’s a lucky man, to have you at his back."

She found his small nipple and explored
it carefully with her fingertips. He held still so she wouldn't
stop. He'd had courtesans caress him there in all manner of
imaginative ways, but somehow her touch was more
arousing.

"We look out for each other," she said.
"That's what family is for."

"So they say. Branch told me what
happened to your parents." He inhaled the vanilla scent of her
silky hair. "I'm sorry."

The elder Thornes had been murdered by
pirates who'd ambushed a merchant freighter returning from Pangaea
with a load of produce and other goods. Branch and his sister had
been in their late teens. Their deaths had set Branch on an
adventurous path that led him to Frontiera and Masterson
Enterprises.

She stiffened. "Why are you sorry? Was
it your—your gang who attacked their convoy?"

Unprepared, he took the hit full-on.
Ice seized his chest and shattered, leaving him hollow. "Is that
what you think of me? Murdering innocent people?"

He was holding her too tight, his
fingers digging into her soft flesh. He yanked his hands from her,
clenching them into fists with the effort of not shoving her
away.

She lifted her head, eyeing him warily.
"Everyone says you're … or you used to be a—a pirate."

"Oh, everyone says," he sneered. "Then you
should believe it, lass. Every last thing they say. I'm a bad man,
I am. Turn your back and I'll knife you, sure enough." He poked her
in the ribs, and she flinched.

"Stop it," she snapped. "For heaven's
sake, I'm sorry if I hurt your feelings."

He stared at her, aghast. "Hurt my …"
She thought him a soft creature, like a Pangaean, wearing his heart
and his feelings out where everyone could see them? "It takes a
good deal tougher opponent than you to do that, lass. But you can
keep trying, if you like."
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Rose shivered. She'd bared herself to a
very dangerous man, one who would toss her aside like so much
recycling if he chose. More than that, though, he was sneering at
her as if she were one of his paid women, about to be thrown out of
his bed because she'd displeased him.

Well, she'd roused the beast, now she
must face the consequences, even if her pulse was racing with
trepidation. "Suppose you tell me the truth then. Are you involved
in—in criminal activity?"

"Oh, but why are you askin' me? I can't
be trusted," he taunted. "How do you know what I tell you is the
truth, Rose Thorne? Perhaps I'll spin a sob story, just to get back
where I want to be, between your soft thighs." He grabbed her ass
with one of his big hands, and she flinched as his fingers slipped
into the damp crevice below.

Menace was written in every line of his
lean, angular face. Rose froze, feminine instinct shrieking at her
to escape. Fury blazed in his golden eyes, as hot as the flames
that leapt in his hearth, as if he was about to pin her down and
force her to take him this time.

But she'd seen that sneer before. And
she remembered where—on the faces of the New Seattle urchins who
hung about in the alley behind the cooking school. They'd appeared
every afternoon, pretending they didn't care that she and her
friend Farah always brought out the imperfect pastries on a tray,
instead of dumping them in the recycler. Their swaggers and glowers
hid the hurt that they'd no one at home to bake for them, or even
open a tube of protein most days. For a little while, they'd simply
been children, enjoying a treat.

Rose saw an echo of their defiance now,
and she wanted to chase it from this man's face.

He fingered her, sending a wicked
thrill zinging through her. His fingers slipped along the sleekness
of her labia, still swollen from their joining. Her inner thighs
were still wet with his seed. Her heart sped up and she bit her
lip, barely breathing as he fondled her. But she didn't push him
away, either.

"Tell me," she urged. "About your
family. About where you came from."

He sighed, as if much put upon, but at
least he directed his glare at the ceiling, instead of her. He left
his hand where it was, as if to prove he could.

"No cozy family for me," he said. She
could feel the vibration of his deep voice in his chest as she
leaned her chin on her hand there. "My mother died when I was a
lad. Never knew my father. Stopped looking for him long
ago."

Her heart contracted with a painful
ache as she pictured a skinny little boy like those in the alley,
acting tough to hide the hurt and fear. "Who cared for
you?"

He snorted. "Took care of myself, most
times. I wasn't alone by any means—there were a whole lot of us,
fending for ourselves on the docks. As I got older, I organized the
rabble. And before you ask; aye, I've stolen, I've lied and I've
cheated. Done everything they say."

He cast her a darkling look, the lilt
in his voice so strong she felt as if she'd been transported to a
faraway place with him. A terrible place, where a boy had to become
a criminal to survive.

"And I've killed—all worse thieves,
liars, cheaters and murderers than me, so no loss to the galaxy, or
whatever the hell you're thinkin'."

She swallowed the hot lump in her
throat and nodded encouragingly. He still held her very intimately,
but at least he'd stopped probing.

"When I had enough credit, I bought a
freighter. Quark, she was an old scow, held together with spit and
twine."

"What's twine?"

He huffed the ghost of a laugh. "It's a
fastener, made of whatever you can find to make long fibers, rolled
together. Here, the tribes use plant fiber. Anyway, I made a few
runs, bought another freighter. Expanded my operation, despite some
… opposition."

Rose shivered at the titanium in his
voice. She could imagine what that opposition had been like. She'd
seen holo-vids of Old Europa and the living conditions there, the
hollow-eyed humans who made the galaxy-wide news, usually for
rioting or committing horrific crimes. Desperate people, willing to
do anything.

By his own admission he was one of
them, but at least now she understood why, and even
sympathized.

"But then you came here." She stroked
her hand down over his ribs and he jumped. Ah, the dangerous man
was ticklish. He captured her hand in his, bringing it back to his
chest and flattening it on his hair-roughened skin, stroking it
back and forth absently.

"I did. So you see, Frontiera is no
safer than the place you left, siren." He cast her a challenging
look. "I've some old friends and some old foes who are now on
Frontiera. You're still surrounded by dangerous beings."

She narrowed her eyes back at him.
"That's the story of new lands, new planets, through time. There
are plenty here who've brought their families, as well. So stop
trying to frighten me with your old enemies."

"You need to be frightened," he
growled. "By my old friends as well. Sometimes even I'm not sure
which is which. You were a fool to come up here on your own and
even more foolish to trust me."

He rolled, taking her with him, and for
the second time that night, she found herself flat on her back,
looking up at him. His eyes gleamed at her from the shadow of his
tousled hair. "I'm the bad man you should be running from, not
to."

Rose tried without success to catch her
breath, with his hard, bare body pressing her into the bed and a
stiff, hot length lying against her belly. Excitement ran through
her in a guilty thrill. Yes, he frightened her—she was sure he
could scare any creature in the galaxy when he gave them that laser
look.

But more than that, he fascinated her.
She had to know the truth. Was he willing to change, to surmount
his origins, or did she need to get her brother and herself far,
far away from him?

"You're on a new planet,"
she reminded him. "A chance for a different kind of life. And
Branch says law is coming here. When the new satellite
communication system goes up, the pirates won't be able to hide
here anymore, won't be able to waylay traders and rob them."
You won't be safe here anymore, she wanted to add.

He still had his hand under her bottom.
He hooked his fingers underneath her, sliding them right inside
her, the side of his thumb back to teasing that place no lover had
ever touched. And he saw every nuance of her excitement.

"Oh, Branch says a lot. You think I
could change, eh? And are you going to help me do it, lass?" his
voice was mocking, his touch wicked.

"Don't make fun of me." She dug her
short nails into his shoulders. "Are you or are you not still
engaged in criminal activities, Stone Masterson?"

He slid his fingers further between her
thighs, now held apart by his own. He found her clitoris with one
of his wet, calloused fingertips, and began to circle it with
teasing care. "Do you really care right now, Rose?"

As pleasure streaked from his touch,
she caught her breath on a sob of sheer need. She bit her lip,
clutching at him. She wanted to scream at him, she wanted to hold
him close and demand that he go on touching her. She moved her
hips, seeking more as her pussy quaked with need.

"I don't think you do care. I think you
want me no matter what kind of man I am." He moved again, a lithe
twist of his lean hips. Holding her gaze with his own, he pushed
inside her, just so the broad head of his cock rested in her wet,
swollen entrance. She couldn't quite manage to swallow her whimper
of need as she anticipated again the consuming pleasure he'd give
her.

His eyes glittered. "Say you want me,
Rose. No matter who I am, what I do."

"Yes," she choked. "I—I want
you."

"Then I'm going to take what I want
from you. That's what pirates do, isn't it?"

His mouth covered hers as he thrust his
cock deep inside her, so she was spared from having to answer
him.

He took her hard and fast, driving
himself into her softness as he held her there, his hand still
between her ass cheeks, touching her where they were
joined.

Rose held onto him. No matter what he
was, she would have done anything to keep him in her arms as he
drove her up the steep slope of need that he'd forged.

"Come for me," he commanded, his mouth
against her ear. "You're mine tonight. I want to feel your sweet
pussy squeezing my cock." At his words, pleasure caught her and
flung her into him, hot and deep and dark. She cried out, her voice
rising over the sounds of their bodies slapping
together.

He drove into her one last time and
then stiffened in her arms, groaning as his hot seed filled
her.

For a few moments, they remained locked
together. His chest worked like a bellows, his skin damp with sweat
again. Rose kept her eyes closed, hiding from the reality battering
her as her mind took over again.

But when he caught his breath and moved
off of her, no longer anchoring her, she began to shake. Her body
convulsed, a sob bursting from her throat. She clapped her hands
over her mouth, her humiliation complete as hot tears welled up and
flowed down her face.

A rough curse sounded in her ear, and
she found herself hauled back into his arms. She shoved at him, but
he held onto her. She wept against his chest, shame in every sob.
He should have just hit her. It would have been kinder than
inveigling her to give in to her desire for him, even while he
taunted her with what he was, the kind of man who had torn apart
her family.

He simply held her until the worst of
the storm was over, his chest wet with her tears, his arms strong
around her. Then he leaned his face against her hair and sighed.
"Quark it, Rose, what am I goin' to do with you?"

"You d-don't have to do a-anything,"
she managed. "L-let me go."

"Just listen," he cut in, his arms
tightening. "I'm not letting you go. Not yet. There are things you
need to know about me, things I should've told you before, but …
well, you pricked my pride. I'm sorry."

"Be s-sorry then. I d-don't like you at
all."

"I don't like myself right now, so
we're even." He ducked his head and kissed her wet cheek coaxingly.
"I like you, though. Here, take this and please don't cry anymore,
lass."

She stopped trying to get away from him
and took the soft cloth he pushed into her hands. It was her
handkerchief, with a small smudge of his blood dried on one corner.
She wiped her wet face with it and then dabbed at his chest as
well.

He put a warm finger under her chin,
and tipped her face up so she had to look at him. "Rose, I'm not
involved in any nefarious schemes here, and neither is your
brother. Branch is in charge of a group of my men, guarding the
site where the new sat-com system will be installed."

She sniffled. "You mean …
you—?"

He shrugged, his expression wry.
"Afraid so. I've changed allegiance, if you like. Decided if I was
goin' to settle here, I didn't want thieves and murderers roaming
my backyard."

Rose caught her breath on a hiccup.
She'd heard talk at the inn about the new system. A group of
investors had purchased technology from the Indigons to take
satellite communication on Frontiera to a highly sophisticated
level, tracking incoming and outgoing space traffic and
establishing a security surveillance grid for the whole
planet.

When the new sat-com system was up,
there'd be nowhere on this rugged, newly settled planet that was
not covered by a net of visual and oral communication.

Branch had even given her a gift at
their last dinner together: a lovely new comlink. She fingered the
small jeweled attachment on her ear. So that was why he'd grinned
so widely as he gave it to her, and explained its capabilities. It
even had a universal translator, capable of translating any known
dialect in the galaxy. She'd had it attached the next day, at the
local med-tech center, but every call she'd made, locally or to
friends on Earth II had been static-ridden and fuzzy. All the time
Branch had known that would soon change.

"But … he didn't tell me he's
involved," she said. "Or that—you're in charge of it, aren't you?"
She couldn't see him being just one of the players.

He stroked the underside of her chin
with his finger. "I am. I brought together the principal investors,
and made the purchase. The technology's been delivered to a holding
point while the techs finish up the preparations for
installation."

Realization exploded in her mind. Far
from involving Branch in theft or worse, Masterson had put him in
charge of a security team, a very important one. And she'd sailed
up here, full of righteous indignation, to drag Branch from his
clutches. She pushed his hand away and ducked her head under his
chin again to hide her burning cheeks.

"You—you let me believe—"she choked.
"And I let you—"

He snorted, his chest rising
and falling. "Let you—no one lets you do anything, lass. You charge in, all
reactors full ahead. Although I will say I very much enjoy the
result."

Strangely, his lack of sympathy was
just the tonic she needed to dry her tears. But she was still angry
with him, and with herself. She felt as if she'd surrendered a
piece of herself to him this last time—and she wasn't sure she'd
gotten it back. Or that he cared enough to keep it safe.

She shoved at him. "Well, if you hadn't
kept it such a big secret, Branch could have at least told me what
he was doing."

He let her go this time, simply
crooking one arm underneath the back of his head to give her a
look. "No, he couldn't. My people have been under a strict order to
say nothing, even to their mates. There are plenty who'd love to
get their claws on the sat-com and prevent it going
online."

She supposed that was true, but still …
she didn't like that Branch had kept secrets from her. She wiped
the last of her tears away with the damp handkerchief and
sniffed.

"Family is more important than your
precious security." Family was what one clung to when one's entire
world was blown apart.

"Really? How long do you think your
precious families will last here if the pirates continue to maraud?
On this side of the galaxy are beings such as you've never seen on
Earth II. Jangoes, Mauritanians—they don't care who they maim or
kill to get credits. I used to steal from others more crooked than
me, and the only family I had left paid the price."

His family had paid the price? How
horrible. Rose opened her mouth to ask him what he meant by that,
but he held his hand up, palm out, the look in his eyes forbidding
her to pry.

"Enough. You'll have your brother back,
after he's done his job. A critically important job."

Perhaps he had a point, but she wasn't
going to admit it when he was giving her that superior look, as if
he couldn't believe how ignorant she was.

She had one more burning question. "If
my brother is up there guarding your precious site, why are you
here?" She gestured at his snug bedroom.

His face tightened. "Business as usual.
We've managed to keep the location secret until now, but the
pirates will be watching me. So I've stayed away from the site."
And from that look, it pricked his pride sorely to be here instead
of there. He wanted to be in the center of the action.

"But won't they just follow you when
you go for the installation?" she asked. "They—the pirates could
attack you then."

He shook his head. "We've a bit of help coming. Intergalactic Space
Forces," he added at her frown.

Oh. That sounded secure. The ISF ranks
were full of hardened Solar Wars Alliance veterans. They would take
care of any pirates who tried to interfere.

"Any more questions?" he asked with
exaggerated courtesy.

She eyed him, wondering if by any
chance he'd let her go along and watch the installation, see the
Space Forces in action.

But as if he'd read her mind, he shook
his head once, decisively. "Better get some sleep. We leave in just
a few hours." He rolled over, giving her his back.

Rose stared at his broad, bare shoulder
for a moment and then flounced over in the bed, her back to him as
well. She pulled the comforter up around her ears and huddled into
the soft mattress, staring into the darkness as the glow-lamps
dimmed and went out.

"Good thing you're not trying to cuddle
again," he drawled. "I wouldn't get a wink of sleep with you
hanging all over me."

She stiffened in outrage. "I didn't—oh,
just be quiet."

He laughed, a horrid, beguiling sound
in the darkness. "Want to come over here and make me?"

Yes, she did, but she was humiliatingly
aware that any such move on her part might well end up with her
underneath him again.

And if they did that even once more,
she wouldn't be able to walk tomorrow.

 


# # #

 


 


"Rose. Rose! Wake up!"

Rose startled awake to find herself
being lifted up in powerful arms and borne away from her warm bed.
She peered through her tousled hair at the man carrying
her.

"What? What is it?" She clutched at
Stone's shoulders. They were leaving his

shadowed bedroom. His arms were warm,
but the air around them was chilly, raising goose bumps on her bare
skin.

"Time to wake up." He set her on her
feet in a capacious shower-dry enclosure and moved to stand under
one of two streams of hot water spilling from spigots high on the
wall.

"We're leaving in thirty minutes, so if
you want to wash, this is it."

He turned away from her, a living
statue of wet cerametal. He scooped a handful of something from a
basin, smearing it on his chest. Soft soap, smelling of herbs and
evergreens.

"Leaving?" she echoed, squinting in the
lights. Heated, sensual memories were flooding back. She stared at
his broad back. Had they really …? Oh, merciful heavens.

"For Adamant. Lord, you always have
this much trouble waking up, or was it just that good fucking I
gave you?"

Rose growled with anger. She wanted to
smack that gorgeous, tight ass he was showing off. She looked away
as his soapy hand slid between his legs.

"You listen to me, Stone Masterson,"
she said, loudly so he would hear her over the rushing water. "I
will not be spoken to that way, by you or any other
man."

He turned, eyeing her with interest.
"What way?"

She looked up into his eyes and tried
to pretend she was not a small naked woman scolding a very large
naked male. "Disrespectfully." So he'd cozened her into things she
preferred not to remember right now, that didn't mean he could
treat her like a minion, or worse, like one of his
mistresses.

He considered this, soaping off his
tautly muscled belly and continuing down to his genitals. She kept
her gaze resolutely on his face. He looked so handsome with his
hair sleeked back from his angular face—younger somehow.

He shrugged. "Fair enough. I'm sorry.
Anyway, I tried to wake you, siren." Now he was frankly grinning at
her. "You wouldn't stir. Reckon something tired you
out."

And that, it seemed, was her apology.
Fine, then. She was using him as a means to an end and then they
were through. So what if he had given her four orgasms, each
succeeding one the best she'd ever had?

Not that she had that many
to compare. In fact, last night had more than doubled her pleasure. And
when his eyes twinkled like that, it was all she could do not to
lean against the wall and smile invitingly at him.

"I've been under a lot of stress
lately," she said loftily. She turned her back on him and took a
handful of soft soap from the wall basin. Closing her eyes, she
began to wash her hair. Let him stare at her ass. She supposed it
was a little late now to be shy.

"Aye, I like the effect stress has on
you," he agreed.

She whirled, ready to scold him again,
but he was already disappearing around the corner of the enclosure.
She yelped as shampoo slid into her eyes, and stuck her head under
the water to rinse.

The hot water felt wonderful, but Rose
didn't doubt Masterson would leave her behind if she wasn't ready,
so she hurried through the remainder of her washing. She looked
back regretfully as she stepped out into the heat of the vent
tubes. She would like an hour to enjoy the luxury of all that hot
water. Branch's tiny shower-dry did not encourage
lingering.

She let the flow of warm
air dry her hair
into a reasonably tame swath, then found lotion in a bottle on one
of the counters and used it liberally, enjoying the smooth
suppleness of her skin. She noticed various twinges and even
bruises on her inner thighs, and blushed as heated memories swept
over her. Those were from a pair of hard male hipbones pounding
her. The mark on her throat must have come from his
mouth.

She stared at herself in the mirror.
She looked … pretty. Her lips were swollen, her skin flushed, eyes
heavy. 'Lovely,' he had called her. Of course it sounded like
'loovely' when he said it.

Rose had no intention of him finding
her mooning over their sexual encounter, especially when he was
already so full of himself. Large, velvety towels hung from
cerametal bars on the wall. She wrapped one around her sarong style
and marched into the big bedroom in search of her dress. It was
certainly not travel wear, but it would have to do.

To her astonishment, she found clothing
laid out for her: soft leggings and a long-sleeve top of caramel
cashmere, and even delicate undergarments. As she stood staring at
them, Masterson appeared in the open doorway, dressed in a similar
outfit, although he wore a vest bristling with utility pockets and
fitted chaps strapped to his legs. His long hair was tied back, his
expression remote, giving him the look of a warrior.

"Good, you're out," he said. "Go on,
then. Those things are for you. Get dressed."

Then he was gone and she heard him
speaking in the other room. She could see the flicker of a holo-vid
message around the open doors.

Rose dropped the towel and
hustled into the clothing. She drew on the outfit with equal
measures of guilt and pleasure. She knew when she saw the tiny
Earth II label that the ensemble would cost more than a year's
wages for her. Even she had heard of Maitresse. Was some woman going to be
angry when she discovered Masterson had given away her expensive
imported things? Or was she long gone, merely the latest in his
reputed string of lovers?

Rose shoved away that unpleasant image.
For now, she was going to enjoy being warm and pampered. She
slipped into her own soft boots, sitting beside the bed. Her cloak
was there, as well.

The gun was not.

Rose walked into the big
kitchen to find Masterson working with a sleek countertop machine.
It hissed loudly as it emitted a nearly forgotten aroma. She
sniffed. "You have coffee?"

He shot her a look of amusement, and
she flushed, realizing she had sounded positively reverent. But
coffee was one crop they'd yet to grow on Frontiera, so it was as
valuable as medicine. She couldn't recall the last cup she'd had of
the fragrant, reviving brew. And she could use some now. It figured
Masterson would have coffee, garnered straight from incoming
freighters. Come to think of that, they were probably his
freighters.

"I do have java." He pulled a tall pot
from the middle of the machine. "What'll you give me for
some?"

Her sense of humor asserted itself.
"Practically anything."

He crooked one brow at her and suddenly
the room was full of the memory of their naked bodies locked
together, her breathless cries urging him onward. Rose bit her lip,
unable to look away. Her knees weakened and her nipples peaked
beneath the soft cashmere.

"I'll remember that." He slid a sleek
travel carafe across to her. At first the logo engraved on the side
appeared to be a bold, stylized 'M' with a small curve riding above
the center, but then the design resolved itself into a man's upper
body, head turned to search for any threat, both hands holding
weapons.

"Very appropriate," she said,
suppressing the giggle that threatened. At least he wasn't holding
something else in his hand. Men were so proud of the size of their
weapons. Although he certainly had a great deal to be proud of. She
looked anywhere but at him, supremely relieved he couldn't read her
mind just now.

"There's cream and flavorings if you
like."

Rose took a cautious sip of the hot,
strong coffee and closed her eyes, savoring the treat. When she
opened them, he was still watching her.

"It's good. By the way, where's my
laser?"

"Where you can't use it to get into
trouble. Come on."

"I want my weapon back." She scowled at
his back as she followed him out of the kitchen.

"I'll return it when we've boarded.
Come on, woman."

In the vestibule, he donned a greatcoat
and heavy gloves. She bundled into her cloak and pulled her own
gloves from her pocket.

They stepped out into the icy black.
Rose squinted as the bitter wind swirled snow up into her face.
Parked in the open area before the house was a sleek cruiser,
signal lights flashing, cockpit lit up. Heat shimmered from the
rear reactor ports, mingling eerily with the windblown
snow.

She hurried across the expanse of fresh
snow and looked at the steep flight of steps to the cruiser. She
was struggling with her heavy cloak when Masterson simply caught
her around the waist from behind and boosted her up through the air
to the top step. She gasped, caught the railing, barely keeping her
feet under her as she landed in the cockpit.

Masterson stepped in behind her,
slammed the hatch down, locked it with a solid hiss, and nudged her
forward into the small open space behind the pilot's and co-pilot's
seats.

A huge, glittering instrument panel
spread across the lower part of the dash, a sleek aerodynamically
shaped window above it.

In the pilot's seat sat one of the
largest men Rose had ever seen. Long braids were woven into his
wealth of blond hair. He wore several earrings, one of which
connected to his hawk nose with a chain. He was clad in dark
leather. He smiled slowly at her, white teeth flashing.

"Well, well, who we got here?" he asked
in a deep, gravelly voice. "You're little, but you're sure
pretty."

"She's easy, too," Stone said behind
her. "She can be had for coffee."

Rose rolled her eyes without bothering
to look back at him. "I'm a shock to him," she told the giant.
"He's used to the sort of woman who can be had for the price of an
alcoholic drink."

The giant's bright blue eyes sparkled
with fun. "I got coffee," he told her gravely.

"Thank you, so do I," she said primly,
lifting the carafe to display it.

He shook his head, regret in the twist
of his wide mouth. "Well, if y' run out, I'm your man."

"No, you're the pilot," said Stone.
"I'm her man. Rose, meet Jark. He's an ass, but he's a great
pilot."

He dropped into the co-pilot's seat and
looked up at Rose. "Take off your cloak and come here."

Her eyes narrowed. She'd had enough of
his orders. But she looked into his ruthless gaze and flushed. This
was his cruiser and he was taking her to her brother. Later she'd
tell him exactly what she thought of his high-handed tactics. For
now, she unfastened her cloak, laid it over his and carried her
coffee to him.

She expected to be told to sit beside
him, but to her consternation, he pulled her down into his lap,
tipping the seat back so that she was securely ensconced there, and
fastening the safety belts about both of them. Then he laid a
casual arm about her, his hand cupping her thigh. She thought she
felt his lips brush her temple.

"Let's go," he said.

Rose watched quietly as Jark began the
takeoff procedures. She was at once incensed with the man cradling
her so possessively, and bewildered by him. How was she supposed to
be angry with a man who tricked her into having sex, but then
treated her to a night of pleasure such as she'd never experienced;
scoffed at her for being a feckless fool but dressed her in the
finest, softest winter wear; ordered her around like a paid
companion, then kissed her hair?

And took her to find her brother in a fancy new
cruiser.

She looked around the cockpit.
Everything gleamed. When she sniffed, she inhaled the rich scents
of coffee, skrog leather, new upholstery—and Masterson. The man had
a diabolically delicious scent. She wanted to bury her nose in his
neck and breathe him in, maybe nibble some more. Which of course
was the real reason she had succumbed to him—he was a delicious
hunk of man.

It was all very well to tell herself
he'd tricked her, but she was a woman grown and responsible for her
own decisions. Such as sitting on his lap—of course it was going to
lead to trouble, but that was part of Stone Masterson's appeal. He
was so controlled, so clearly the alpha in his world. Yet last
night he'd let her have a glimpse behind his tough exterior. It
made her want to keep exploring until she reached deep into his
heart.

I'm her man,
he'd said to his pilot. The words left a yearning
ache in her chest. But she stiffened her resolve. His for now, he'd
meant. Just a male marking his sexual territory. It didn't mean
anything more, not with his string of liaisons.

She remembered the way he'd pushed her
to surrender to him and scowled to herself. Once a pirate, always a
pirate. In some ways he was as ruthless as the docks where he'd
grown up. After listening to his brief and highly expurgated
version of his background, she had little doubt his logo told the
truth: he would kill to protect all that was his. What was it he'd
said last night, after he slipped out of her restraints? That he
had a rather special skill set. Gained the hard way.

The ship surged under them. Rose
tensed, watching with fascination and more than a few nerves as
they began to rise. She had flown many times, including the long
space voyage to reach Frontiera from Earth II, but never in a craft
as small and fast as the cruiser. The tiny hover-taxies didn't
count. Her hovie had barely putted up the mountain.

Jark kept their takeoff slow and
vertical until they hovered above Masterson's lodge and
outbuildings, which she could now see in the moonlight. The whole
place sat on a ridge with a high mountain peak towering over it.
The snowstorm had blown away behind them, leaving a fresh layer of
snow as thick as icing on a cake.

As the ship banked north and slid
forward, Rose gasped in wonder. The three moons were out, white
balls in the starry sky. The largest was so close she felt as if
she could reach out and touch its pale, cratered surface. The other
two were much smaller, hanging like satellites to the right and
left. In their cold, reflected light, a vast winter landscape lay
flung out before them. Foothills fell away from the ridge in black
and white folds.

Far below, the dark skein of the river
wound through the center of the snow-covered valley. In the big
bend lay New Haven, a small network of lights. She had come all the
way up from there.

She looked down at the hover track
climbing the ridge, and her stomach lurched. She had glided up that
in the dark and snow? What if she had crashed? She would be a
frozen huddle in her small hovie. She shivered and resumed her
moon-gazing.

Masterson squeezed her thigh. "Nice,
eh, siren?"

"Spectacular."

"These moons have no designation," he
told her. "Waiting for someone to say their names."

A fragment of an old poem earned as a
child came to mind.

"'She burns in beauty, yet her flame/is
useless 'til he knows her name.'"

"Pretty," he said. "What's that
mean?"

"I think … it's about a mythical
creature. A woman who could shift into a fire bird of some
kind."

"Ah, a phoenix," Stone said.
"Magical birds that burn. In fact—" he peered over her shoulder,
and then stretched out his long arm, pointing above the moons. "You
see those three orange stars way up there, with the trail of nebula
out to both sides like golden wings? That's the Trios, supposed to be three lost
princesses who were phoenix shifters."

Rose smiled, charmed. She wouldn't have
expected a man like him to enjoy constellation legends. She
wondered what else he had stored on the holo-vid reader by his
fireside.

"I remember now. And only the bravest
of warriors can release their powers."

"Real sad story." Jark grinned over at
her. "Probably ain't that many brave warriors wandering the galaxy,
unless you count the Intergalactic Space Forces."

Rose grinned back at him. Huge and
rough he might be, but when the pilot's eyes twinkled, a woman
couldn't help responding. Not that she was interested in him that
way, but he probably had a string of lovers as long as Masterson's.
An endless chain she really didn't want to think about right
now.

"I know your name," Stone murmured in her ear.
"And I know how to make you burn, don't I, Rose?"

She shivered, steeling herself against
his wicked chuckle. Yes, he did. And she was very much afraid he
was the only man who would ever make her burn that hot. If she were
one of those phoenix princesses, she'd have been in flames half the
night.

She searched for a distraction. "Who
will decide what these moons are named?" Earth II had only one
moon, and she believed Earth I had been the same. No need to name a
singular orb, it was simply 'the Moon.'

Stone shrugged. "Don't know. Whoever
claims the privilege, I suppose."

"You should name 'em, Boss," Jark said.
"Like you did Adamant. Bet no one would argue."

The two men laughed together. Rose
wondered just how extensive Masterson's power was on this new
planet.

"Nah, I'm no poet." He gestured with
his mug. "Let the scientifics decide."

"There's a university here?" Rose
asked, astonished.

"There will be," he said. "One day
we'll have everything we need here. And maybe this time we'll do it
right."

Rose nodded. She prayed the settlers
here could work together to avoid the war and pollution that
wracked Earth I and II. As for crime, she reflected wryly, that was
already here.

"Nice flying weather," Jark said with
satisfaction. "Wind's calm, storms have blown past. We'll be in
Adamant by noon."

"Aye. How's the new multi-leveling
sequester unit working?"

The two men began to discuss the
workings of one of the ship's systems in the infinite detail only a
mechanic or owner could appreciate. Rose let their deep voices flow
around her and sipped her coffee.

They flew higher, cruising along at a
height that made the buildings scattered along the valley floor
look like the miniature sugar decorations used on fancy cakes. The
sky lightened in the south as the sun crested, and Rose saw they
were headed north along the increasingly rugged mountains. The
rising sun cast a golden-pink glow on the snow covered
peaks.

There were no other space craft in
flight, as far as she could see. On Earth II, the atmosphere was so
crowded with craft and satellites of all kinds that travel was
slow, and the sky was never just sky, as this was.

They came upon a large flock of
terra-geese, outstretched wings the same silvery hue as the snow,
with the rising sun on their feathers. Their featherless, crested
heads turned as one to eye the cruiser, and Jark chuckled as he
slowed the cruiser to the birds' speed.

"They look surprised to see us, don't
they?"

The big birds flapped their wings, and
Rose watched curiously. She'd seen them fly over New Haven in long
stringers, but she'd never been this close. They weren't exactly
beautiful, with their look of perpetual surprise and their big feet
dangling as they flew.

"See that fluffy patch on their chest?
That's where most of their down comes from," Masterson pointed out.
"For the comforter that kept you warm last night—when I
wasn't."

She nodded, ignoring his teasing to
watch the birds.

"They mate for life," Jark said.
"Imagine knowing you'd have to look at one o' them faces for the
rest of your days."

Rose laughed, picturing two of the
homely birds facing each other over a breakfast table.

"Right then," Stone said. "Nature
lesson's over—we've places to go."

"Thank you for slowing." She looked up
at him as the cruiser rose away from the flock.

"Just something else you'll owe me
for," he said. She huffed a laugh, and he nipped at the shell of
her ear. "You laugh now—you won't when I collect."

She shivered as his breath tickled her
ear. Her heart melted at the news that he wanted more. If she
wasn't very careful, it would soon be as gooey as the center of an
éclair, and splat at his feet when he walked away.

No, when she walked away, she reminded herself
sternly. He might be the most fascinating, desirable man on the
planet, but he was apparently content with his freedom. He'd never
be the man who could, or would, give her the stable home she
wanted. Unlike even a wild terra-goose, he wasn't the kind to mate
for life.

No, once he delivered her to Branch,
she'd thank him and say goodbye, smiling if it killed her. And it
might. Oh, she should never have kissed him, never have made love
with him, or lain in the shadows, sharing secrets from their
pasts.

Rose shook off her angst. She would
take a cue from him, the master of serial liaisons, and enjoy this
while it lasted.

"How about a snack?" Jark
offered.

He activated a small hover-tray between
the seats and pulled out a hot pack of whole grain breakfast bars.
Rose accepted one without enthusiasm, but when she opened her
packet and saw the plump, fragrant roll, smelling of cinnamon and
berries, she realized she was hungry. She much preferred to bake
her own treats when she could, but these would do
nicely.

She wriggled into a more comfortable
position in Stone’s lap and settled back to enjoy her breakfast.
When she was done, she sipped her coffee as the men ate a second
bar each and talked.

Alert and replete, she actually quite
liked her perch. If only Farah and their cooking school friends
could see her now, wearing designer clothing and riding in a fast
new cruiser with two dangerous males. Their eyes would be
wide.

There was something about being held by
a big, strong male that made one feel very feminine and cared for.
Even though it was a false security that would last only until they
landed in Adamant. And then she probably wouldn't see Masterson
again. She'd thrown herself at him, but he wasn't the kind of man
to come back for more. The thought of never being held like this
again made her want to turn in his arms and wind her own around his
neck, hold on tight.

When they finished with breakfast, Rose
tucked their wrappers into the trash receptacle Jark pointed out.
Then she leaned back in Stone's arms. He'd demanded she sit on his
lap. Perhaps it was time to tease him a little. He'd certainly
teased her last night, pretending to be her prisoner. She was still
miffed by the ease with which he fooled her.

She ran her fingers through her hair,
finger-combing it as if her thoughts were on anything but
him.

She smiled to herself. They were
trapped in this cockpit with another man for the next few hours. No
matter how turned on Masterson got, he could do nothing about it.
He couldn't seduce her as he had last night, or convince her to
seduce him.

Rose continued her slow torture for the
better part of an hour. She wriggled a bit, laid her hand over his
and played with his cuff, shifted again as if not quite
comfortable. She stroked the powerful arm curved around her,
learning the shape of his muscle and tendon through the soft
cashmere. To her satisfaction, a long, stiff shape began to prod
her bottom through the layers of their clothing. She shifted again,
rubbing herself on him in a slow, silent tease.

Unfortunately, her torment worked both
ways. Even though her pussy was tender and she had bruises on the
inside of her thighs, she craved that hard cock inside her again,
and him in her arms. But the needy heat between her thighs was
worth it to torment him.

Finally his arm tightened. He tipped
his head down beside hers. "You know exactly what you're doing to
me, don't you, you little cock-tease?" he whispered, following his
words with a nip on her tender earlobe.

Rose looked out the window, pretending
his whisper didn't shiver clear through her body. She
shrugged.

He stroked one big hand down the
tumbled waves of her hair, and gave it a sharp tug. "Didn't occur
to you, did it, that this ship has a lot more to it than a
cockpit?"

Rose froze as his words sank in. His
body shook with soundless laughter. Then he grabbed the safety
harness, unbuckled it and pushed it aside.

"We're goin' aft for a bit," he told
Jark.

Jark looked over at them with interest
but said nothing.

Rose found herself propelled to her
feet and back through a hatchway that she indeed had not noticed.
It slammed behind her and she was alone with Masterson in a sleek
galley. On one side was a series of cupboards, on the other, two
doors. He reached past her and opened one and nudged her inside
with the weight of his body.

They stood in a tiny room, just large
enough for a long bed, covered in a thick, silky comforter. The
repeating design in the russet fabric looked familiar. His
logo—Rose realized she'd been seeing it everywhere in the cruiser.
She was immersed in his world. His cruiser vibrated around them in
flight.

He slid his big hands about her waist,
pulling her back against him, and rubbing his cock on her
ass.

"Now," he said into her hair, his
breath hot against her scalp. "About the offer you've been making
for the last hour."

She strained away from him. "I was just
… teasing."

"You were just havin' a bit of fun with
me, eh?"

Rose nodded.

"Ah, that's all right then." He let her
go.

She turned, leaning back against the
bed and peeped cautiously at him. "It is?'

When he smiled, she knew she'd been
had. A sweet thrill of alarm and excitement filled her.

"Sure," he said. "'Cause you won't mind
if I have a bit of fun with you as well, will you,
darlin'?"

Rose gulped. "Um—I have to use the
lavatory. "

He jerked his head toward the head of
the bed and a narrow hatchway beside it. "Through
there."

She was blushing furiously as she slid
the hatch shut behind her. So far, she hadn't exhibited much
willpower when it came to him. It was getting worse. Just the
thought of him waiting purposefully for her out there made her
knees weak, and she was ready to whimper at the need quaking in her
pussy.

Oh, what the quark. She simply had to
have him one more time.

When she came out, Stone sat on the
edge of the bed. He'd discarded his sweater, his clinging
undershirt faithfully hugging every muscle and ridge. He'd shoved
the sleeves up so his muscled forearms with their dusting of
dark-gold hair were bared.

He reached out, caught her by one arm,
and tugged her between his thighs. Rose swayed against his hard
warmth, inhaling his scent greedily.

"It's not fair. You shouldn't be able
to do this to me—make me feel this way."

"Wanted to be in charge again, did
you?" He unfastened her sweater and tugged it off with swift
efficiency, then disposed of her leggings as well.

"All right, love," he added in that
beguiling tone of which he was master. "Let's have the rest off and
you can be on top."

Trembling with pleasure at undressing
under that possessive golden gaze, Rose slowly drew off her soft
bra, reveling in the way he watched as her breasts swung free, her
nipples peaking long and stiff. Then she pushed down her panties
and shimmied just as slowly out of them.

His eyes on her mons, he yanked his
undershirt up out of the way and unfastened his pants, shoving them
down enough to free his cock. It sprang out, thrusting aggressively
from the dark, curling hair. He palmed it and held out the other
hand to her.

"Come ride me," he
invited. Coom rade me. Oh, that beguiling voice of his.

She accepted his hand and knelt
daintily astride him. He reached up to sweep her hair back, filling
his hands with the silky waves, and kissed her. This was a hard,
urgent kiss, with none of the questing preliminaries of the night
before, but Rose was so aroused that she sank into it, sucking on
his tongue, pressing her bare breasts against his shirt and riding
down the length of his hot, sleek shaft, rubbing her labia along
the underside and back again. Being naked while he was clothed made
her feel wanton and vulnerable at the same time, and she loved the
combination.

"Enough." He ran his hands down her
curves, squeezing her bare ass. "I've had a fuckin' hour of
foreplay."

She smiled against his mouth as he
reached between them and guided the broad head of his cock into her
opening.

"Ah, you're so wet for me." He stroked
her and his cock at the same time.

Rose needed no more urging. She began
to press and rock herself down onto his shaft, while he watched
every movement. She moaned at the magical sensation of being
stretched to the limit, every nerve ending pressed
tight.

He filled his hands with her breasts
and played with her nipples as she rode him. She threw her head
back, not caring that she was whimpering like a wild cat. She loved
his eyes and his hands on her. "Watch me," she pleaded and then
blushed at her temerity.

"Oh, I won't take my eyes off of you."
He surged under her. "Fuck, lass—so pretty. You'll drive me mad,
siren."

Pleasure built and built around his
perfect shaft until it imploded deep inside her, and Rose came,
shuddering around him, melting into him. He was with her, his seed
flooding her in a wash of warmth and wetness, his head bowed in
orgasm.

Rose sank against his broad chest, her
head falling onto one shoulder, cheek pillowed on sleek muscle. She
still pulsed with delicious aftershocks. She was so relaxed she
couldn't hold herself upright.

"Conking out on me, are you?" His hand
smoothed down her back in a slow caress. "Lord, fucking's as good
as a sleeper for you."

She let him lift her off of him and
deposit her in the bed. "Stay with me," she invited
sleepily.

"No, lass." He reached to flip the
comforter over her, like pastry around filling. "If I do, I'll have
you again, and you won't be able to walk by the time we reach
Adamant."
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Stone pulled on his sweater and vest,
buckling it and checking the weapons in his belt. Finding her laser
gun there as well, he pulled it out and laid it on the pile of her
clothing. He guessed she wouldn't be trying to shoot him anytime
soon, and on Frontiera, an armed human was a safe human. She might
find his company logo amusing—he hadn't missed the twinkle in those
green eyes—but he'd won all that was his with weapon in hand, and
so the Masterson Enterprises logo reminded all who saw
it.

There was rudimentary law here, but it
was centered in Frontiera City, far flung and overstretched. The
planet was not far off of the major shipping lanes, which meant
riffraff from the whole galaxy routinely drifted in here. And since
they no doubt knew they were close now to being cast out for good,
they'd be circling like starving catamounts, looking for an opening
to spring and wrest the advantage from his grasp.

New Haven was tamer, but Adamant was a
rough frontier settlement—hell, this whole region was. The
civilized coast was on the other end of the continent.

"Boss, sorry to interrupt, but we're
getting close." Jark was obviously trying to be quiet, which meant
his voice was a rumble in Stone's ear instead of a roar.

"On my way." Stone looked down at the
woman sleeping in his bed, her lashes dark crescents on her flushed
cheeks, her mouth swollen with his kisses. He smiled wryly to
himself—he had the absurd urge to throw back his head and roar with
sheer, male triumph. He felt so damn good, relaxed and yet
rejuvenated, ready to take on the world.

He drew one finger down the petal
softness of her cheek, but she didn't stir. Good, she would sleep
through their first stop and not even know about it, safe from any
altercation.

She was such a contradiction: naivety
and determination, sweetness and spirit. The kind of woman to
settle down with, even he could see that. And some lucky bastard
would snap her up before too long.

What kind of man would she end up with?
Not an ex-pirate like him, that was certain. Too bad he hadn't met
her long ago, before he determined he was better off alone. He
snorted at his own sentimentality. There was no 'before' for him.
He'd been born into one of the seven hells and fought his way out.
But he'd never be completely free of his past, and she deserved a
man without one.

As he slid into his seat in the
cockpit, Stone saw they were approaching the long valley that
housed Adamant. But Jark had already begun to swing to the right,
skimming the cruiser along the mountains on the eastern edge of the
valley. They followed the peaks until they reached a high
pass.

Jark slowed, and they headed down
toward a cluster of buildings at the foot of a huge natural arch in
the mountain peak. A log lodge headed a rough clearing, sided with
low, oval-roofed hangars and warehouses. The buildings' profiles
allowed the wind to sweep right over the top of them, without
constantly stressing joints and outer coverings. As usual, a storm
cell was caught on the pass, snow swirling in long
streamers.

The red flicker of a motion sensor
beam, set to alert inhabitants of new arrivals, was just visible
circling through the white snow. Stone's cruiser would have tripped
it, but that was all right. He had a warehouse here, so his visits
were expected.

"Beautiful, downtown Bone Arch," Jark
muttered.

The Bone Arch Lodge was built sturdily
enough to withstand the winter winds, but it wouldn't win any
beauty prizes. No destination resort, this, but an outpost. A
catamount pelt flapped from the roof peak like a flag, and an
untanned skrog hide formed a crude awning over the
steps.

Named after the natural arch carved by
wind into the mountain peak, Bone Arch was an outpost, operating
outside the law most of the time, frequented by those who preferred
it that way. It was the kind of place that rewarded any display of
uncertainty or fear with a complete lack of mercy. In the coming
days, the denizens would have to decide whether to stay within the
confines of law and order, or move on. Be interesting to see who
chose which path.

The wind buffeted the cruiser, rocking
it as they dropped slowly into the open area before a large hangar
with the Masterson logo on the roof. A small hovie zipped by toward
the lodge, carrying a trio of bundled-up workers. Another headed
the other way, the open back piled high with weather-proof
containers.

Stone eyed a hangar further down the
row. A squat, military-style cruiser hunkered before it. "Someone's
running enemy surplus from the Solar Wars."

Jark grunted. "Ogre'n from the look of
it. Damn, that's ugly."

Stone nodded. The jarring pattern of
the purplish-green paint on the bulbous craft was somehow wrong to
human eyes. Probably picked up at cyber-auction by some youngster
as he'd once been, starting out with anything that would
run.

Only his problem if they tried to get
in his way. Gone was any trace of warmth from his demeanor or
Jark's. When they landed, two cold-eyed and dangerous men stepped
off into the howling wind and snow.

Another man came out of the huge hangar
to meet them. The Masterson logo was emblazoned on his vest and the
warm hat pulled down low on his head. Long silver hair straggled
beneath it, but his face was tough and youthful.

"Boss, Jark," he greeted them over the
moan of the wind. His voice held the lilting accent of Stone's
youth. MacNeil had been one of the dock rats Stone gathered into
his gang.

"MacNeil." Stone nodded toward the
hangar. "Everything snug?"

MacNeil nodded meaningfully.
"Aye."



He opened the small side-entry door
with a beep from his comlink, which had the code imbedded. The
three men walked inside.

The huge hangar was stacked with
various cargo containers. Stacks of fresh-hewn lumber perfumed the
space with the scent of the forest.

Stone cast a swift look around at his
goods. "Where are Danno and Yael?"

"They're here. Danno's watching the
back entrance, and Yael's having a meal in the galley." MacNeil
jerked his head toward the far corner of the hangar.

"All right." Stone nodded. "Let's load
it up."

"More than happy to pass it on to you.
Haven't slept well since it arrived, and not at all last
night."

"Any trouble?"

"Nah, just one of our old friends
showed up. Mobius."

"Mobius?" Stone's eyes narrowed. Ah,
the Ogre'n ship must be his. Tar Mobius and Stone had always gotten
along. In the old days they'd run several deals together and
watched each other's backs, but the Mauritian had a reckless streak
as wide as his blue forehead. He gambled with his life, those of
his crew, and anyone unwise enough to get in his way. He was one of
the old breed who would flaunt his illegality in the face of the
ISF, including running a ship from the most hated army in the
history of the galaxy—the Quark Ogre'n.

"He couldn't know it's here, could he?"
Jark rumbled.

Stone exchanged a look with his pilot.
"Won't do him any good if he does. We can beat him in a fight.
Besides, he'll be leaving soon, if he knows what's best for
him."

Jark grinned and flexed his huge hands.
"I'll hold the door. I know he saved your life once, Boss, but I
never liked him."

The three passed a long row of
containers to enter a small, bunker-like office.

A huge cerametal and titanium safe was
built into the wall and floor. At first glance it had no openings,
hinges or fastening of any kind. But MacNeil keyed in a code, and
Stone added another. The safe hummed quietly, a crack appearing on
the right side of the face. It widened until the front stood
open.

Stone stepped inside and retrieved a
flat, silvery cerametal carrier from one shelf. He handed it to
Jark, who tucked it inside his leather jacket and fastened it. No
one looking at him would know he carried anything out of the
ordinary on his person. They stepped back out.

"All right. Close her up." The safe
shut at MacNeil's command.

Jark patted his chest. "Huh. Not very
big, considering how much those Indigons charged you for
it."

Stone smiled grimly. "It will pack a
big punch when we install it and they upload the software to our
sat system." And with the installation, he would close the door on
his own past—or as much of it as he could.

He looked at MacNeil. "Call Yael. I
don't want any surprises."

In a few seconds, a tall, lanky man
appeared around the corner of the nearest pile of containers,
wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "Hey, Boss. Jark. Ready
to load up?"

Stone nodded. "Stay inside the front
entrance. If we're all outside, it'll be obvious we're transferring
something important."

Yael nodded. "Got it. I'll be
watching."

Jark led the way back out of the
warehouse, weapon held down at his side. MacNeil followed Stone,
his weapon drawn as well. The three men scanned the small area they
could see through the swirling snow as they crossed the short
distance to the cruiser. Then the other two chatted as Stone
quickly boarded, stowed the container in a concealed safe in the
hold. He listened briefly at the closed cubby where Rose slept,
heard nothing, and climbed back out.

The two men waited, shoulders hunched
against the icy wind. Stone looked past them at the squat Ogre'n
cruiser. He scowled as his conscience niggled at him. He owed
Mobius, at least enough to warn him the sat-com would be going live
soon.

"MacNeil, we're going up to the lodge.
You'll stay and watch the cruiser."

"Be careful, Boss. Don't like the looks
of some of the scum Mobius dragged in with him."

Jark growled, showing his teeth. "Could
be this is the day to settle that piece of space trash."

Stone shook his head. "There'll be no
trouble, just a quick word. Mac, you've the code to the cruiser.
Take her up if you have to."

MacNeil nodded, and the other two men
put their heads down and strode up the icy road to the lodge just
visible through the blowing snow. As they passed the hangar Mobius
was using, Jark paused to sniff the air.

"What's the matter?" Stone
asked.

"Thought I smelled Jango."

Stone peered into the shadows beside
the hangar. The slinking off-worlders used by pirates and slavers
to do their dirty work were universally distrusted and reviled by
the rest of the galaxy. But they hated the cold and were rarely
found anywhere that wasn't hot and dry.

"Probably just some bad fuel," Stone
replied. "Come on, we're in, we're out."

The two men walked up the broad steps
under the flapping skrog hide, and Jark made a sound of disgust.
"Could o' smelled dead skrog, too. Hell of an awning."

They paused on the wide porch to stomp
the snow off their boots, and walked into the lodge.
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Rose woke slowly, stretching sinuously
under the soft coverlet. She smiled at the sweet repletion of her
body. But as her eyes opened, she stared uncomprehendingly at the
unfamiliar sight of a maroon bulkhead.

She winced as she recalled exactly
where she was. She had done it again, let Masterson love her into
unconsciousness. The man should be illegal. He probably would be on
any planet but Frontiera.

She blushed at the thought of
reentering the cockpit. Jark would certainly know what she and his
boss had been doing. But she wasn't going to hide in here for the
rest of the flight. She needed to wash in the tiny bathroom—her
inner thighs were sticky with Stone's cum.

Her clothing was draped over the foot
of the bed. On top lay her small laser gun. She smiled to herself.
Masterson had obviously figured out she wasn't going to shoot him.
In fact, the thought of any injury occurring to that magnificent
body made her stomach roll.

She washed and wriggled into her
panties, but couldn't find her bra anywhere in the covers or beside
the bed. Finally she gave up, pulled on the lace-trimmed camisole
and reached for her sweater. She smiled to herself—sex on a
cruiser.

She could picture Farah, her culinary
school roommate and best friend, squealing with delight. She
certainly hoped this sat-com project worked. She was tired of being
cut off from her friends.

A strange, sibilant hiss sounded from
beyond the tiny room. She froze with her sweater in her hands.
There was a muffled thump, and then the sound again, this time
accompanied by a garbled utterance. The timbre sent chills racing
over her bare skin.

There was something out there … and it
was not human.
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As he walked into the Bone Arch Lodge,
Jark close behind him, Stone swept the main room with a look. The
area doubled as a bar and restaurant. Rough hewn of local wood, the
walls were hung with the mounted heads of big game. As Jark opined,
skrog were one of the ugliest, smelliest creatures ever to grace a
planet, but their size and ferocious appearance made them a popular
target for off-planet hunters. Catamounts with their eyes slitted,
fangs gleaming for the attack, and velvet-muzzled hormoose with
graceful drooping ears and flared black antlers filled in the
displays.

And for those who preferred their
entertainment alive, a monumental holo-vid glimmered above the
tables. A male singer postured, showing off his physique and his
melting amber gaze as he sang. The sound, however, wavered, nearly
drowned out by the voices in the room. Even galactic singing star
Chaz Jaguari couldn't conquer the poor reception in a Bone Arch
snowstorm.

This morning everyone was ignoring the
crooner anyway. On one side of the central hearth sat three tables
of hard-eyed men and women wearing the local working costume of
warm underpinnings, utility vests or jackets, and leggings. Many
were eating a morning meal, some just enjoying a hot drink. A few
nodded to the newcomers, nudged their neighbors. Conversation
faded.

On the other side of the room sat a
Mauritian, a humanoid with a strange purple-blue cast to his skin
and hair. Tar Mobius smiled when he saw Stone, not a pleasant sight
to the uninitiated. His yellow eyes flared, crooked teeth gleaming.
The motley crew surrounding him were also Mauritian, nine
tough-looking characters with a feral light in their eyes. A couple
of them were nearly as big as Jark.

Two men and a woman lounged in neutral
territory, close to the tarma-wood fire crackling in the hearth.
Skrog hunters, Masterson deduced. Slim and tanned, they were warmly
attired in fashionable winter wear. From a much warmer planet,
too—they were sitting with their feet practically in the hot fire.
The three regarded him and Jark with polite interest.

"Great," Jark muttered. "Tourists. Hope
they can duck."

"Nay," Masterson soothed. "No shooting,
remember?" He'd handle this with words, as he managed the kingdom
he'd carved here.

He sauntered through the tables to the
off-worlder. Mobius indicated the empty chair across from him, but
Masterson shook his head. He hooked his thumbs in his utility belt,
one hand hanging over his laser weapon. "Tar, you old scoundrel,"
he said. "I'm surprised to find you here."

The off-worlder threw back his head and
laughed, a gargling sound. "Masterson," he replied jovially. "What
could possibly be wrong with me and my crew stopping in for a hot
drink on a cold winter day?"

"Glad you've had your drink," Stone
said, eyeing their empty cups. "But it may be time you moved
on."

"And why is that, youngling?" Mobius
eyes twinkled craftily.

Stone returned his gaze steadily. He
had been a youngling when they met, but no longer. Rose had likened
him to a lord, and in a way he was. He had a fortune in credit,
investments and land on this planet, and he was responsible for the
livelihoods of many beings. "I think you know, but in case you
missed it, old one, law and order is coming to
Frontiera."

Mobius grunted disparagingly, but his
men watched closely. "You mean the sat-com system? It's real, then?
Thought it was a tale made up to scare old pirates."

Two of his men uttered gargling laughs
at his witticism.

"And what are you doing standing on the
side of the table with law and order, you young quarker?" Mobius
added. "Shouldn't you be taking flight as well, if these tales are
real?"

"Nay, I'm here to stay," Stone said,
smiling faintly. "I'm cruising in sunlight these days, not dark of
the moons. And the sat-com network is real, Tar. If you're not out
of here before starfall, the ISF will have a lock on your ship's
signature before you know what hit you. You saved me once, so now
I'm offering to do the same for you."

The other male shook his head
chidingly. "You on the side of the ISF, Masterson? Never thought
I'd live to see this day. Be a quarking female, I bet.
Cunt-dazzled, boy?"

Stone straightened, his smile gone.
"Time to leave, Tar," he repeated. "And stay gone, if you know
what's good for you. There's no room for you here, not
anymore."

"Who'll make me?"

Stone sighed. This was not going to go
well.

"Thought you'd never ask," Jark roared
cheerfully. "Us!"

He cannoned forward as Mobius' crew
surged to their feet. The tables on the other side of the room
emptied as well, a collective roar of battle erupting. Seemed
Mobius was not well-liked by the lawful workers here.

A laser charge streaked through the air
and hit the holo-vid Chaz Jaguari in his groin. He disappeared with
a crackle of static, but reappeared seconds later, insouciantly
shaking his ass toward his galactic audience.

"Hey," shrieked the sturdy blonde
behind the bar, a laser weapon appearing in her hands. "No shooting
in my lodge!"

One of the Mauritians raised a weapon,
but before Stone could react, the bar owner shot the pirate in the
back. He fell like a downed tarma-pine, smashing one of her
tables.

Four of the Mauritians came at Stone,
only to be clotheslined on Jark's huge arms and then stomped for
good measure. Only two got up again. Jark took them both on at once
with a grin of savage glee.

The rest of the room's inhabitants met
in the center. The hunters leapt to their feet, but instead of
diving for cover, they joined the fray. The woman high-kicked a
knife-wielding Mauritian, stopping him in his tracks, whirled so
fast she was a blur and kicked him again. He plummeted to the
floor. With a grin of fierce delight, she went after the two who
were engaging her companions, both of whom looked equally pleased
to fight.

Stone and Mobius did not take their
eyes off of each other. As soon as the fighting erupted, Stone saw
a flash of movement under the Mauritian's table. Without
hesitation, he fired his laser from the hip. It struck the
off-worlder in the shoulder, sending him tumbling
backward.

A laser charge seared by Stone's ear,
stinging. That was going to bleed. He strode forward, shoved the
table aside and stomped on Mobius' arm just as he was about to aim
his weapon again.

The Mauritian glared up at Stone. His
shoulder was oozing blood so dark it was nearly black through a
large rent in his clothing.

"You should've gone when I advised you
to," Stone told him. "As it is, you may bleed out before you can
get anywhere for medical help. That's if any of your crew is in
good enough shape to fly your ugly cruiser."

The fight over, the floor was littered
with Mobius' men, down like their leader. Raucous laughter and
cursing from the victors filled the room.

"Not bad for quarking tourists," one of
the Bone Arch men said to the three hunters. "Who are you three,
and where'd you learn to fight like that? If you don't mind my
askin'." Many travelers here would mind.

"We are Serpentian," said one, his eyes
dancing with amusement. He doffed his insulated hat, revealing
startling green-gold hair. "I am called Izard. This is Yvene and
Raile."

There was a short silence and then a
loud roar of approval. Everyone in the galaxy knew of the
hand-to-hand combat skills of Serpentians. They were the elite
guards chosen for the big space cruise ship lines and royal
houses.

"Thank you for your help," Stone said
without taking his eyes off of Mobius. "Drinks all around on me,
after we get these scum loaded back on their transport."

Strangely, the old pirate smiled. It
was filled with pain, but something else glittered in his eerie
eyes.

"You call me scum?" Mobius gloated.
"You're the same as me, Masterson. Always have been, always will
be. And nothing out there will change just because you throw a net
over your little planet. But never mind that, we'll go."

Why would Mobius be content suddenly to
leave? Unless he believed he had what he'd come for.

Stone's hair stood up on the
back of his neck. The cruiser—his cargo. Fury boiled up inside him,
white hot. Quark it! This whole encounter had been a setup to draw him away. Mobius
had known Stone would come and warn him, try to save him from the
ISF, and he'd used that to betray him.

He remembered the smell in the road.
Had it been bad fuel, or Jangoes?

"Jark!" he rapped out. "The cruiser!
They're after the cargo." And now there was something on board the
cruiser that even Mobius had no idea the value of—a small woman,
naked, asleep and defenseless.

He activated his comlink.
"MacNeil. MacNeil!"

There was no answer. Stone looked down
at Mobius and saw triumph in the other's eyes. He also saw a second
weapon in the old pirate's free hand, the barrel lifting toward
Stone.

"I win this round after all," Mobius
hissed.

"No, you lose," Stone gritted and shot
him again. This time in the center of his broad, blue forehead. As
his one-time ally fell back, dead, Stone turned and ran for the
door.

"You owe me for the drinks, broken
furniture and any laser damage." The bar owner stood in his path,
fists set on her hips. "And for cleaning up the bodies."

"Put it on my tab," he snarled as he
dashed past her, Jark at his heels.
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Dropping her sweater, Rose grabbed her
laser gun. She gripped it in both hands. Her heart was pounding,
her arms trembling, her breath coming in quick gasps. She looked
wildly around the sleeping cubby. The bed took up most of the space
and the cupboards were too small for a human to squeeze into. She
had nowhere to hide except the lavatory, and the thought of being
trapped in that small space, listening and waiting, sent panic
clutching at her throat.

"Stone?" she whispered
urgently. "Stone?"

She listened carefully, but no answer
came through her comlink. And the ship was not moving. They hadn't
crashed—she would have noticed that. She bit back a hiccup of
laughter edging on hysteria. All right, they'd landed somewhere,
and since Masterson hadn't answered his comlink, he was either
somewhere he couldn't hear her, or he was in trouble of some
kind.

Either way, he wasn't coming to her
rescue. And that meant she had to save herself. She scooted back
into the corner at the head of the bed, and crouched with the laser
propped on her knees. Oh, if only this didn't feel so much like one
of those nightmares where all she could do was wait for the
creeping menace to come for her.

Rose didn't have long to wait for this
one. The sibilant hissing noises outside in the passageway sorted
themselves out into a verbal communication between at least two
beings. She flinched as a tiny chime sounded in her ear. Her
comlink!

"Translator, on," she breathed. "Play
back."

Another chime sounded, and a voice like
that of a reception droid, sweet and impersonal, murmured in her
ear, repeating in Galactic what was being said outside her
door.

'Where device?'

'Hidden, you skrog-brain. Search for
it.'

'Not a skrog-brain,
cold. Hate ice and
snow.'

'Shut your maw-hole. Find quickly,
before humans return.'

'You look there, I search this
place.'

There were thieves on board
Masterson's cruiser. And they were after something, some device
that was valuable enough to break into his cruiser for.
Where was Masterson?

Rose swallowed the whimper of fear
trying to crawl up her throat. She didn't know what kind of beings
were out there, but they were clearly malevolent.

If she hid in the lav, they'd think the
sleeping cubby was empty. She could leave the lav door cracked
open. But how horrible to hide in that small space and wait. Too
much like the nightmares she'd had after her parents died, of them
trapped inside their transport freighter, while she beat helplessly
on the hatch outside, trying to get in and save them.

She took a deep breath. She was a woman
grown, and there was no one to stop the pirates except her. She had
two things on her side: a weapon and the element of surprise. They
didn't know she was here yet. The passageway outside was narrow—if
she could get her laser aimed, they'd have to fall back. Every
sentient being in the galaxy understood the power of a laser
weapon.

She forced herself to slide across the
bed and step to the floor. Standing up, she reached for the
fastener of the hatch into the galley. Only to see it move before
she could touch it.

The hatch flashed open, and Rose found
herself face to face with a nightmare.

It was humanoid, with a narrow, brown
face, long snout and terrible mouth drawn open in a snarl. Two
slitted eyes glared from beneath a hooded garment.

A Jango—nightmare come to
life.

Rose screamed. Without conscious
thought, she fired. Red flashed from her weapon. Smoke puffed from
the dark folds of the Jango's garments. With a terrible hiss, it
fell backward into the passageway.

The hatch slid shut. Shaking so hard
she could barely move, Rose backed away from the hatch and sat hard
on the bed. Still too close to the hatch, she crabbed backward on
shaking legs, huddling into the corner with her weapon braced on
her drawn up knees. One thought reverberated through her mind.
She'd shot him—it. She'd killed a living being.

More hissing voices outside. Her
translator chimed again, translating in the same eerily cheerful
voice.

'Human in here. What do
with?'

'Open container. Kill.'

'Female. Take turns mating first, then
kill. Mobius no care.'

'Ah, yes. First fun, then steal
cargo.'

There were still two or more of them
left. And they were going to rape her--before they killed
her.

She gripped the laser so hard her hands
buzzed with the same numbness that wanted to envelop her mind. She
shook her head hard to dispel it, her hair flipping around her
face. One strand stuck to her lips, tickling her face. She ignored
it. How long until another Jango tried to get in?

She pointed the gun at the narrow
entrance. She was shaking so hard her teeth were chattering. It was
so quiet now she could hear only the rattle of her teeth, her
breath sobbing in her throat. The smoke of laser burn overlaid the
spicy hint of sex, and the sharp stench of her own fear-laced
perspiration. Despite the warm air soughing through the vents
around the bed, she was cold, so cold.

The hatch rattled, and she fired again.
A narrow black rift appeared in the surface of the door. A thud,
and a hissing cry echoed from the passageway. She'd hit another of
the creatures. Had she killed it? Would they go away
now?

The hatch slammed open, and a thin,
sinuous form shot through.

Rose screamed again.

The creature landed on the foot of the
bed and leapt for her.

Still screaming, a wail of terror that
came clear from her toes, Rose held the laser before her. She
fired—again and again and again. Thin red streams of laser light
disappeared into the dark folds of the Jango's garments.

"Rose! Rose!" Stone bellowed in her
ear.

Smoke erupted from the Jango's garment.
Two, then three dark red spouts blossomed around the burns. The
creature hung in midair before her, clawed hand almost touching her
leg. It glared wildly at her for an endless moment. She shuddered
as its jagged yellow teeth opened to reveal a slimy purple tongue.
With a choking hiss, it swayed backward and fell back off the end
of the bed. A terrible stench filled the air.

"Stone!" Rose cried.
"Stone—where are you?" She let the laser weapon sink to her knees, staring down at
it with awe and horror. Such a small thing to be so deadly. Now her
ragged, gasping breaths were the only sounds in the cubby. Her
heart was galloping so hard she feared it would burst from her
chest.

"I'm coming," he yelled.
"I'm coming!"

She drew a deep, shaky breath of
relief. It froze in her throat as a third Jango leapt through the
hatchway. This one held a huge, shiny knife.

Another scream tore from her. She fired
without even lifting the laser. The Jango twisted but kept
coming.

His knife swept up through the air. The
blade glittered in the light. Everything seemed to freeze into slow
motion. Rose dragged her weapon up, knowing it would be too late
even as she fired, knowing she had to try. The creature's mouth
opened in a triumphant snarl as the knife arced down toward
her.

But then an even greater fury exploded
through the door.

"Get
down!" Stone bellowed. Red flashed from his
weapon. The Jango jolted sideways, slamming into the
bulkhead.

The huge blade hit the wall and
ricocheted down. She cringed as it landed a few centimeters from
her legs. At another jolt, she peeped through her hair to see that
Stone had yanked the creature's body off the bed and thrown it
aside.

His face a mask of rage,
eyes blazing, he vaulted the length of the bed, crouching before
her. "Are you all right? Did they touch
you?"
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Stone yanked Rose up onto her knees
before him and ran his hands over her. Ah, seven quarking hells,
she was naked, or near enough. So small and soft—so vulnerable. A
growl of molten rage rumbled in his throat. He had to touch her,
had to feel for himself that she was unharmed. He wished he could
kill Mobius again, very slowly. His betrayal of Stone was nothing
compared to what had almost happened here.

Rose fell against him, no doubt
exhausted by the surge and retreat of adrenaline. He'd felt it many
times himself.

His arms closed about her. He held her
tight, his heart still pounding, his blood seething in his veins.
He had almost lost her—and it would have been his own ego and
stupidity that killed her. Just like his mother.

He shoved that old memory back into the
recesses of his mind.

He wouldn't lose Rose. She
was his. Something
awry with that pinged his consciousness, but he was too angry, too
shaken to process it.

"She all right?" Jark rumbled from the
door. "Aww, quark, what a stench!"

"Aye. She's—they didn't touch
her."

"She got two of 'em. Damn good shooting
for an immi. Looks like both of you hit the third. Few new holes in
the cruiser."

"Doesn't matter." Stone shuddered. What
if he had not returned her laser gun to her? He clambered off the
bed, sweeping her up into his arms. "Get her clothes, or the
blanket, whichever is cleanest."

Rose struggled in his embrace. "She can
speak for herself." Her voice was shaky, but she lifted her head to
frown up at him.

"I know." His heart contracted
painfully at the shadow of terror in her eyes. "But let me take
care of you, lass. I just need to—to know you're all
right."

"I am. But … they were after
something."

"They didn't get it." More importantly,
they hadn't gotten her. He turned sideways to carry her out of the
room, making sure no part of her bumped the hatch or
walls.

"My brother. Branch isn't here, is
he?"

"No, lass. He's in Adamant. You'll see
him shortly. He's fine. Hell of a lot safer than you."

He carried her into the cockpit and
cradled her close in his lap, her head tucked under his chin,
covering her bare curves with his arms, and stroking her hair. He
could still smell Jango stench, but maybe that was the three
corpses piled in the galley.

"Masterson—they were going
to—"

"Ah, my brave one, I know," he said.
"You saved yourself, love, and it's over now. I have
you."

"Found her sweater clean, and her
boots." Jark entered, the garments in his hand, a folded blanket in
the other. "Other stuff is covered in Jango slime."

Stone helped Rose into her sweater.
Fortunately it covered her to mid-thigh. He wrapped her next in the
survival blanket to preserve her body heat and cradled her close
again as Jark gently pushed her boots onto her bare feet. He was
not letting go of her, no matter what. He had employees, didn't he?
Let them clean up the mess.

Yael and the small, burly Danno boarded
the cruiser, both of them with identical hangdog looks on their
tough faces.

"Sorry, Boss," Danno said wretchedly.
"There was a couple of Mauritians hanging around out back. I was
keepin' an eye on them. Heard the commotion on my link, but by the
time I got to the front, you were on the way."

"Where were you?" Stone asked Yael.
This debacle was as much, or more, his fault than theirs, and so he
would tell them all. But now he needed to understand the mechanics
of how he and his men had been tricked.

"Chasing a bunch of Jangos," Yael said.
"Decoys, and I fell for it. They drew me away and some others went
after MacNeil."

"Where the quark is he?" Stone
demanded. MacNeil was his lieutenant here, in charge of these
younger men.

"He's hurt bad," Yael said. "Found him
dragged into the alley by the hangar. Got an ugly gash where the
Jangos ripped his comlink right off him."

"So that's how they got aboard." Stone
nodded grimly. MacNeil's injury lay at his door too. "Get him on
here. We'll take him to the med center in Adamant."

The two practically leapt off the
cruiser, and a short time later MacNeil was lifted on board and
laid carefully in one of the beds. He was still unconscious, but it
was clear that he had been ambushed by the Jangoes and his comlink
stolen for the access codes to the cruiser.

Rose lay in Stone's arms, her face pale
as a ghost, watching the men come and go. Little shivers continued
to race through her. "Masterson, what is this place?"

Stone sighed. "Just a stop we had to
make, siren, to pick up some cargo. One of those old pirates I told
you about thought he might part us from it."

"The Jangos worked for him?"

"They did."

"Will he come after you when he
discovers they're … dead?'

He laughed humorlessly. "No, because
he's as dead as they are."

She thought about this for a moment.
"Good."

He fed her a cup of hot, sweet tea
dosed with moon-brandy, making her sip until it was gone, then
tucked her head under his chin and stroked her back, giving terse
orders over her head. But of course she wasn't through with her
questions.

"What was the cargo you had to stop
for?" she asked. "It must be v-valuable, if that pirate wanted it
badly enough to attack you and your men."

He might have known she'd figure it
out. "The sat-com program. The final key that will upload the whole
system. Had it stored here instead of one of my main warehouses, to
throw everyone off the scent. Didn't quite work out as I'd
hoped."

"How did he know it was
here?"

"He likely had surveillance on all my
warehouses, waiting to see which one I'd visit."

She nestled closer. "But he—his Jangoes
didn't get it."

He pressed a kiss to the top of her
head. No, but they'd nearly got her. And that he couldn't live
with, no matter how many of them he killed.

"I shot them," she said, a vindictive
edge in her voice. Taken aback, Stone tipped his head down to peer
into her face. She smiled crookedly at him over the edge of the
blanket. "I thought if I cornered them in the passageway, I could
hold them until you arrived. I got two of them."

He ground his teeth against the primal
urge to bellow at her. She was the one who'd opened the hatch, the
one who'd confronted the Jangoes?

"You should have
stayed hidden," he
gritted.

She frowned at him. "They would've
found me anyway. They were going to search the ship."

Stone growled, knowing he
had reverted to primitive man and unable to quell it.
She'd confronted pirates, in her
underthings. She was going to be the death
of him.

The Bone Arch crew worked around them.
The precious cargo, still safe in the hold, was thoroughly checked
over. The dead Jangoes disappeared in toxic waste wrappers and the
passageway and bed area was given a thorough cryo-cleansing. No
biotic or smell would survive the flash-cold and
chemicals.

"What about the others?" Stone demanded
of Jark. "The rest of Mobius' crew?"

Jark slid into his seat and began to
fire up the cruiser's engines. "Some of 'em got away," he said. "On
that ugly ship. But they won't get far. The ISF finally showed up.
They're a little pissed at missing the fun and lookin' for some
trash to take out."

He saluted the small crowd gathered
outside and the cruiser lifted off. They banked sharply, heading
north to Adamant.

As they cleared the rugged peaks, a
pair of fast, deadly looking attack fighters zoomed overhead and
settled into formation in front of the cruiser. "And," Jark added
with satisfaction, "here's our escort. They'll stick around on
guard duty until the sat-com is locked and loaded."

Stone stared at the regulation dark
blue fighters with the ivory insignia ISF emblazoned boldly between
the rear exhaust ports.

"Quark me," he muttered. "Can't quite
believe we're here. I reckon we've switched teams for good,
then."

"Reckon we have, Boss. And y'know, if
you hadn't killed Mobius, the ISF would've had to. He wasn't goin'
down without a fight."

"No, I don't suppose he was." Stone
sighed, chilled and weary. He gathered Rose closer, wishing they
were both naked, so he could feel her heart beating against his. He
settled for kissing her hair again.

Their landing in Adamant was oddly
commonplace, after the battle they'd had to get there. The weather
in the high valley was sunny, warm enough that eaves dripped, and
the landing pad lay clear of snow and ice. The tall evergreens were
dropping their white capes as well, sudden showers of snow
cascading to the ground.

Stone had sent a message ahead for
Branch Thorne to rendezvous with them. The lean man stood waiting
outside the Masterson Enterprises hangar as they landed, his long
auburn braids blowing in the backwash from the cruiser's engines.
He bounded onto the cruiser as soon as Jark opened the
hatch.

Stone found he was strangely reluctant
to let Rose go, but handed her over to her brother's
embrace.

"Rosie, what the hell have you got
yourself into now?" Thorne asked, holding his sister close. The
relief on his face belied his tone.

"I'm sorry," she said, her voice
muffled against his jacket. "I didn't understand why you
disappeared, why I couldn't reach you."

"Ah, it's all right. Come on, I'll take
you to the lodge. Got some clothes and girl stuff for you
there."

Thorne's green eyes, so like his
sister's, met Stone's over her head. The emerald-hard light in them
promised a reckoning later. "I'll head back as soon as I get her
settled.

Stone nodded. "We'll be
waiting."

"He's plenty pissed," Jark reflected,
as the two men watched the sleek company hovie glide away, the
Thornes inside.

"He has reason to be," Stone returned
curtly. "She was nearly killed—and worse."

He started for the hangar, unable to
stand being inactive any longer.

"Come on. We've work to do. The
installation crew is on site, waiting for the delivery, and the
rest of the Space Forces squadron will be coming in."

He was a businessman, and it was time
to get back to it. Business he understood and could
control.

Within a short time, Thorne was back
and they were airborne, along with their impressive escort of
fighters. They flew to the highest peak in the mountain range. Jark
set the cruiser down on a flat area that had been blasted from the
solid rock of the mountain top. Two of the fighters landed with
them. The rest remained airborne, patrolling the skies above the
site.

Stone fetched the precious case of tech
from the hold and strode with Jark and Branch across the bright
snow, through the ranks of armed Space Forces troopers in dark
blue, to the hatch open in the side of the peak.

A Frontiera City news hovie zipped out
to meet them, cameras hovering around the beaming news anchor. Her
lavender egg-shaped head was encased in a fur-trimmed hood the same
white as her glittering teeth. She batted her heavily made-up eyes.
"The heroes have arrived," she chirped coyly. "Yes, Frontiera, the
long-awaited hour is here, and I, Llu Llu, am on the spot reporting
for you."

Jark and Stone ignored her.

Inside the site built especially for
the sat-com headquarters, the techs were waiting. The head
technician opened the cerametal case with reverent care. A phalanx
of assistants and armed guards watched as she took out the small
slim disk. As she slid it into the waiting sat-tech computer, a
collective sigh of relief sounded.

Stone had set up a conference with his
partners. Their static-laden, holo-vid images surrounded him. They
were a varied group: Logan Stark, the owner of a fleet of space
cruise ships with interests in several start-up businesses on
Frontiera; Creed Forth, a Frontieran miner who was rumored to have
spent years living as a martial monk; Elle Berybringer, whose
family farms supplied much of western Frontiera with the fresh
fruits and vegetables that grew so well here; Clyde Selkire, a
seaman who had made a fortune supplying settlers on this Western
frontier with his ships; and Masterson.

As the tech worked, something
miraculous happened. In the air over the computer, a holo-vid of
Frontiera sprang to life. The planet revolved slowly, blue seas,
gold and green land-forms and snowy mountains visible. An
attractive visual, but not the true miracle.

The tech looked at Masterson, com unit
in her hand. "Ready, sir?"

He nodded. "Ready."

She manipulated the unit. A bright red
grid of laser light sprang to life on the holo-vid Frontiera,
locking into place with an audible zing, followed by a fanfare of
trumpets.

As voices soared in harmony, the tech
allowed herself a small smile.

Masterson grinned wryly. A Barillian
choir was only fitting for this occasion. The tall pipes that rose
from their skulls allowed them to create music revered throughout
the galaxy.

The holo-vid images of Stone's partners
steadied and the audible static cleared. And that was the miracle.
Reliable satellite communications had come to Frontiera.

"Huzzah," Jark roared. "We did it."
Other voices joined his, whoops and yells echoing in the big room.
Smiles and handshakes were exchanged, and everyone seemed to want
to clap Stone on the back.

"Well done, Masterson," said Logan
Stark from his holo-vid. "You've done it." Stone exchanged a look
of mutual satisfaction with the owner of the LodeStar
Corporation.

Stark's space cruise ships and
freighters carried the finest Serpentian guards in the galaxy, but
now they all could relax their vigilance in the airspace around
Frontiera.

Stone also happened to know Stark and
his brother, Creed Forth, had recently opened a very profitable
titanium mine in the desert in the southern part of this continent.
Now they could make that public, without pirates swooping in to
maraud and steal the precious ore before it could be shipped to a
refinery.

Stone nodded to acknowledge the chorus
of congratulations. "Thank you. But this has been a team effort
from the beginning."

He looked around at all of them.
"Frontiera was first settled by those wishing to remain outside the
laws of our galaxy. But this is a hospitable planet, worthy of much
more than serving as a stronghold for brigands. It's a place for
families and farms and legitimate businesses. With this new sat-com
system, there will be nowhere on the planet that settlers or
travelers are not within reach of help." He nodded once in
satisfaction. "It's a new day on Frontiera."

Another cheer rang out. Commander Leeza
Bond of the ISF, a slim, tough blonde, shook Stone's hand and
offered her formal congratulations along with a statement about how
the planet and its airspace were now safe for commerce and
travel.

But when they had stepped away from the
holo-vid cams to allow the techs to speak about the system's
capabilities, she leaned closer to Masterson, a sly twinkle in her
eye. "I guess this means no more clandestine runs by Masterson
ships, hmm?"

Stone raised his brows at her. "I'm a
legitimate businessman, Commander. Importing goods and exporting
crops and raw materials."

She grinned, her freckled face
creasing. "Oh, don't worry. I believe you. Don't think you'd have
put this much effort into a security system that would catch your
own ships."

He nodded, but was unable to resist one
last jab. "Unless my ships were equipped with the capability to
slip through the surveillance grid undetected."

She narrowed her eyes at him, and he
shrugged. He might be legit, but he could still have a bit of fun
with the helmets, couldn't he?

The ceremony went on for a bit longer,
as the mayor potentate of Adamant, puffed up with self-importance
and excitement, spoke in mellifluous tones about the great
opportunities awaiting all who immigrated to Frontiera,
specifically his town. Stone ignored him, easing back to the rear
of the crowd.

Finally it was time for everyone but
the techs and first shift of guards to leave. Since Stone had the
cruiser, he ferried three techs, the commander and the mayor of
Adamant with him. Thorne stepped on last, and their eyes met. Stone
knew he still had a reckoning with Rose's brother.

As Jark headed the cruiser back to
Adamant, Stone watched a flock of terra-geese string past, silvery
wings flapping in the low winter sun. Their flock was a family, a
unit of protection and companionship in the wilderness.

He watched them go, and then leaned
back, closing his eyes.

He should be feeling victorious, even
jubilant. Instead, now that it was done, he was oddly depressed,
his victory somehow flat. There was satisfaction in a job well
done, but it lacked something. And he was very much afraid he knew
what that something was. A little redhead beside him, where he
could bask in the approval of big green eyes, perhaps tinged with
awe at his accomplishments.

He snorted at his own fancy. Well, he
couldn't have everything he wanted. He might be a legitimate
businessman and the hero of the hour, but he still had beings with
old grudges after him, which meant anyone close to him was still in
danger. The sat-com might reveal outlaw strongholds and keep track
of legitimate folk, but solitary travelers with the latest tech
could still slip through rifts in the system.

And he would never put her in danger
again. He opened his eyes and stared at his own future. He'd begun
by taking what he wanted and getting rid of other pirates who got
in his way. He'd come full circle now, hadn't he, to fear those who
still operated that way? Not for himself, but for someone
else.

He supposed it was poetic justice, but
somehow the chill in his heart felt more like the prison cold of
Deep Six.

But it was all he knew. He'd never had
a family and he couldn't expect to know how to make one
now.

He'd have to settle for giving her the
chance to have what he never would.
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Branch took Rose to the Adamant Lodge,
luxurious by Frontieran standards, where the Masterson Corporation
kept a suite of rooms. A bastion of civilization in Adamant, the
big hotel sat on a hill overlooking the brawling, bustling frontier
town, with a guard at the gate and armed hover patrols
above.

A fire crackled in the hearth of the
suite's private sitting room, furnished in leather with
arrangements of dried local flowers and forbs on the
tables.

Branch said goodbye as soon as he'd
settled her in the suite.

"I've got to go, Rose. We're installing
the sat-tech in less than two hours. You can watch it on the
holo-vid." Her brother's voice fairly crackled with excitement. He
gave her a last perfunctory hug and dashed out of the
room.

Rose shower-dried and dressed in a soft
green outfit some Masterson employee or one of their wives had left
behind in the suite. It was a bit large, but clean and comfortable.
She grimaced as she looked at herself in the mirror—she was getting
tired of wearing other women's clothing. She styled her hair and
applied touches of cosmetics as if her life depended on it. When
she stood back, she was relieved to see her normal self gazing back
from the mirror, not a wild woman with crazed eyes.

A woman who had not only thrown herself
into a virtual stranger's arms, but had killed … twice.

Shuddering as violent memories burst
like fireworks, she headed for the suite's small kitchen. The
cupboards were stocked with drinks and meal packs with the
holographic label of a Frontieran agricultural company. Rose chose
a hot toddy to heat. As she sipped it, the horrific events of the
afternoon receded. Perhaps because this was her second alcoholic
drink since breakfast. She really should eat.

At the thought of food, her stomach
growled. She found a container of soup and heated that, opened a
pack of herb crackers, and carried her meal back into the sitting
room. Then she settled down on the comfortable divan in the sitting
room, and brought up a holo-vid news link.

She watched the installation ceremony
raptly. Others talked and moved, but her gaze was on the tall, lean
man in the center of the group. When he looked into the cameras and
spoke of making the planet safe for families, she pressed one hand
to her chest over the hollow ache there. A sob escaped and she
pressed her other hand to her lips. Was he speaking to her? Did he
mean that perhaps one of those families could be …
theirs?

After the news cast, she wandered
restlessly around the suite, staring out at the view without really
seeing it. Waiting for him to return so she could congratulate him
in person and find out exactly what he'd meant. Instead of the snow
capped peaks behind the town, she saw Stone's face. He was a man
full of contradictions, a dangerous pirate who'd reformed and now
intended to see that an entire planet was protected as well. He'd
killed to protect her and then held her as tenderly as a babe. His
strong arms had seemed the safest place in the galaxy—and perhaps
they were.

But now she knew that each time he'd
held her, he hadn't just taken a little piece of her, but also
pieces of her heart—until he had it all.

She was washing her hands when she
heard voices in the sitting room. She opened the lavatory door to
hurry out, but stopped a little way into the bedroom when Branch's
voice rose.

"I know you're my boss,
Masterson, but what the hell
were you thinking, letting Rose come
along?"demanded Branch. She was stunned to hear that tone from her
easygoing brother,

especially directed at his
boss.

Rose tiptoed closer to the door,
straining to hear Stone's reply.

"You're right, Thorne. I acted
stupidly. I'm sorry."

"You should be! You nearly got her
killed!"

There was a pause and then Stone
laughed. It was completely without humor. "I'll listen to anything
you wish, but believe me, you can't say anything I haven't already
said to myself. It was … an impulse and one I'll never stop
regretting."

Rose could take no more. It was all
very well for Branch to rake him over the coals, and Stone to
agree, but she'd had something to do with it too, hadn't
she?

She hurried out into the sitting room.
Branch was pacing before the windows, which revealed the evening
sun sinking over the evergreens to the west. Masterson stood with
his back to the hearth. His face was in shadow, but she could see
the rigidity of his powerful frame.

"Ah, seven hells, man," Branch said
ruefully. "You're making it damn hard to stay angry, you
know."

"Well, you shouldn't be angry at him at
all," Rose burst out. "You were missing for days without answering
my calls. Of course I thought the worst."

Branch turned on her, his cheeks firing
with red. "Rose, none of us were answering calls! We didn't want
anyone to be able to find the site by triangulating our signals.
Anyway, I tried to send you two messages, but they didn't get
through with the winter storms."

"And how was I supposed to know that?"
she demanded, hands on her hips.

"I explained that to you not two hours
ago." He narrowed his eyes at her. "And now that you're obviously
feeling better, I've a few things to say to you, miss. You
shouldn't have come after me. You put the whole delivery at risk by
horning in."

Rose cast a hunted look at Masterson,
wishing that he would defend her as she had him, but he merely
watched the two of them, his gyre-hawk gaze remote.

Her brother scowled. "And you put
yourself in danger as well."

"I can protect myself," she said
furiously. "Didn't I do so just this afternoon? I—I killed two of
those horrible Jangoes. They were going to … to … "

"I know what they were going to do,"
Branch roared. "I've seen what they do, Rose! And my sister is
staying clear away from wild places like this where they come and
go. You'll go back to New Haven, and you'll stay there, do you hear
me?"

"I hear you. And so does everyone else
in the hotel. Including your boss."

Masterson's face tightened, but he said
nothing.

It was too much. She had been through
hell, and now just that look from this man, and heat built behind
her eyes. She hiccupped once and then gave up the fight. A sob
burst out, followed by another as hot tears flooded her
eyes.

"Oh, no, don't—Rosie, come on, don't
cry, sweetheart."

A pair of strong male arms enfolded
her, and pulled her close to a broad chest, a big hand patting her
hair comfortingly.

But they were the wrong arms, and that
was the hardest to bear of all.
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Rose was flown home the next morning in
a company cruiser. Just the sight of the bold M on the side made
her want to cry again. She'd spent the night huddled in the big
hotel bed, wishing Stone Masterson was there to hold her close.
He'd gone quietly away while Branch held her the day before, and
she'd heard nothing further from him.

He seemed to feel that her horrible
experience was entirely his fault. Perhaps he thought she didn't
want to see him again. Well, she did.

But when she asked Branch to take her
to the Masterson offices before she left Adamant, her brother gave
her a look of affectionate exasperation.

"Rosie, don't be looking in that
direction. Masterson is out of your league."

She scowled at him. "It's a bit late
for that."

He groaned. "Don't tell me you've gone
and—ah, that's just quarking great! Thank you very much for that
mental image. Listen, Rosie, I don't mind working for him, but the
man's dangerous. He has enemies you can't even imagine. And you're
not to have any more to do with him, do you hear me?"

"I hear you," Rose said through her
teeth. "And I'll make my own decision about him."

"Well, you may not have to," he said
with gloomy relish. "I've seen some of the fancy women he usually
squires about."

Rose set her jaw against the hurt that
this careless reminder generated. Stone's women flew in from exotic
locations, wore cashmere as a matter of course, and probably
regarded Frontiera as amusing but too rough for full-time
inhabitation.

She might be just a pastry chef, but
she had dreams, didn't she? Stone Masterson hadn't exactly seen her
at her best so far, but she could dress up and turn heads when she
wanted to. Wasn't that what coming to a new planet was all about,
daring to reach for new stars?

She cast one last look back at Adamant
as the cruiser lifted off, gaining speed. She would wait until
Masterson was back in New Haven.
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Sure enough, he arrived back in town
only a few days later. New Haven was agog, as everyone between the
ages of three and one hundred and three had watched the news
broadcast of the sat-com installation, and now knew Masterson's
role in its planning and acquisition.

Rose nearly quailed at the thought of
being just one more in the long line of those rushing to
congratulate him. But then she frowned at herself in her mirror.
She had as much right to him as anyone else, and she had one
definite advantage: she was hopelessly, head-over-heels in love
with the man. And she was nearly certain he had feelings for her,
as well. Otherwise, surely he wouldn't have held her as he had
after the Jango attack, as if she was something precious he'd
almost lost.

She gave a last check to her
appearance. She wore her favorite winter ensemble, a cream wool
suit with fur trim on the collar that framed her face and throat.
Her hair spilled over her shoulders in a swath of auburn waves. She
touched it, remembering the way he liked to run his fingers through
it. Then she took a deep breath and set off to walk the short
distance from her apartment to the massive business block that held
his corporate offices.

A polite assistant ushered her into his
office, a place of sleek wood and leather that somehow surprised
her not at all. Stone himself rose from behind a huge desk. He was
elegant and handsome in a dark business suit, his hair pulled back
severely from his angular face. He also looked as remote as the
mountains outside, his golden eyes hooded, although it seemed to
her his gaze lingered in his perusal of her.

"Miss Thorne. What can I do for
you?"

Rose hesitated, taken aback by his
formality. She looked behind her to see if his assistant was still
present, but the door had closed, leaving them alone. He wasn't
worried about his staff overhearing them, so something else was
wrong.

She'd find out what it was. She was not
a quitter, and she hadn't come this far to run now. She walked the
rest of the way across the room to him. She stopped with one hand
lightly on the edge of his desk.

"I came to thank you," she said. "For
taking me to Branch. And for saving my life."

His face tightened. "You've nothing to
thank me for," he said. "Nothing."

Her heart in her throat, she
persevered. This next part was humiliating.

"And I came to apologize. I—I was wrong
to think you had involved Branch in some shady scheme and that's
why I couldn't reach him. I'm not sure I told you how sorry I am
that I misjudged you."

"For God's sake," he said in a tautly
controlled voice. "I'm the one who should apologize. I nearly got
you killed!"

She looked at him, knowing her heart
was in her eyes. "I forgive you."

He stared at her, and for one long,
breathless moment Rose thought he would reach for her. But instead
he turned in the other direction, striding over to stand in front
of the huge windows that looked out over the snowy landscape, his
back to her.

"Don't," he ground out. "Don't forgive
me for any of it. I don't deserve your trust. You didn't misjudge
me that far. I quite often am involved in dangerous schemes, and
people around me get hurt. Do you understand?"

"But the sat-com system is operational
now," she protested. "That's the whole purpose, isn't it? So
Frontiera will be a safer place."

His profile turned to her, he gazed out
at something only he could see. "The past can follow us anywhere,
Rose, and slide in through cracks you can't see until it's too
late."

"So because you
used to be involved with
dangerous people, you're going to let that rule the rest of your
life?"

His shoulders tightened, his jaw flexed
like cerametal. When he spoke again, his voice was harsh, as if the
words were being dragged out of him. His accent was strong, but she
had no trouble understanding him.

"I told you I lost what was left of my
family. Do you want to know who died because of me? My own
mother."

Rose gasped, his pain arcing across the
space between them like a laser charge. She clutched the edge of
his desk. "What happened?"

He bowed his head, as if accepting a
heavy yoke. "I'd begun my illustrious career as head of my own
gang. Heard whispers that a big shipment of tech had been stolen
and it was sitting right under our noses. I took a few of my boys
in, rifled through it for the best stuff and made off with it. Got
clean away.

"Although the head of the other gang
suspected me, I'd sent the stuff out that night to be sold
elsewhere. But I couldn't resist bragging a bit, letting others
know I'd had one over on him. What a fine lad I was, full of my
cleverness.

"The next day, our little
apartment—quark, it was really more of a den, but it was all my
mother and I could make rent on—blew up, just as I was comin' up
the alley. They'd bombed it, set it off just then so I'd see and
I'd know why."

"Oh, no." Rose couldn't breathe. She
lifted one hand to her mouth, horrified at a young boy having to
see such a thing and then deal with the aftermath, grow up without
his mother and think he'd killed her. Her heart ached.

He turned, leaning against the window,
eyeing her with a gaze as remote as if he were watching from his
eyrie. "Oh, yes, Rose."

But he'd told her his mother died when
he was 'only a lad.' "How—how old were you?"

He shrugged, looking bored and
impatient. "Twelve, maybe. Never kept track. Why?"

Rose was dumbfounded. "What
do you mean, why?
Stone, you were only a child. Surely—"

"'Surely I don't blame myself,'" he
mocked savagely. "Of course I do. I acted, and her death was the
result of my actions. No amount of your tears can wash that away,
so for God's sake, don't cry over me."

When she stepped around the corner of
the desk toward him, he shook his head, straightening. He stood
with his shoulders braced, his feet apart. Adamant—no wonder he'd
named the new settlement that.

"What we had was never meant to last,
Rose. Our little … interlude was just that, and best forgotten. Go
back to your world. There's no place for you in mine."

She caught her breath as hurt struck
her like a huge fist. But as he stood there, watching her, the pain
flamed into fury.

"Interlude?" she repeated
scornfully. "It was not just an interlude, and you know it, Stone Masterson! I'm not
so naïve I can't distinguish between sex and something more. We
have the beginning of something strong and—and wonderful. Or it
could be if you weren't such a big coward."

He glared, looking as dangerous as he
had when he'd burst into the cubby to rescue her, and this time it
was directed at her. But she glared back, not caring that her eyes
were brimming with tears.

"I'll go," she said proudly.
"And leave you to your exalted solitude, since that's what you seem
to want, you—you lone gyre-hawk! But just remember this—I'll be
able to look myself in the mirror, because I had the courage to
start over, accept love in spite of my fears. But you—you'll have
to remember you were afraid to change, as cowardly as any of those
pirates you're trying to chase away. So just—just deal with
that!"

"So now I'm a coward for
wanting to keep you safe?" he demanded.

"Oh, get over yourself." She sniffed
defiantly. "I'm more sorry than I can say that you had to deal with
your mother's death at such a young age. That's horrible. But I
could get run over by a transport crossing the street out here. So
could you. We're all going to die sometime. That doesn't mean we
can't enjoy the time we've got and make the most of every
minute."

She waited for one more long, aching
moment. Gazing at her pirate, so near and yet so far
away.

When he simply stared at her from
behind his wall of determination, she turned on her heel and
stormed out of his office. She nearly mowed down his assistant,
hovering outside the door, and she had to bypass some other
business-suited employees who had unaccountably gathered in his
spacious outer office.

In the hallway outside, she heard a
familiar deep voice call her name, but she dove into a women's lav
to hide. Nice as he was, she just couldn't face Masterson's huge
pilot right now. She must keep it together long enough to get back
to the apartment, and then she had some serious crying to
do.
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Thankfully, Branch was gone to Adamant
for a few days.

That evening, Rose huddled on the sofa
with a cup of hot tea and flipped through the revolving holo-vid
directory on Branch's set. She wasn't in the mood for a story, even
her favorite adventure saga involving an intrepid female spaceship
captain. Her eyes were raw and swollen from weeping, and she felt
like an empty husk. Her usual buoyant optimism was gone, dried up
and blown away.

She just wanted movement and color to
distract her for a bit. She watched dully as a pretty woman in a
chic coral suit appeared, chatting with a group of women in a cozy
seating area.

"Welcome to the Daria Lovejoy Show,"
enthused a plummy voice. "Coming to you from Frontiera City, this
evening Dr. Lovejoy will be speaking with her audience on dealing
with unexpected crises in our lives. And don't forget, viewers, the
doctor will be taking your questions near the end of the program.
So hang onto those comlinks."

Rose watched wistfully as the studio
audience hung on the doctor's every word. She looked really nice,
and that warm voice just begged you to spill out all your troubles
and get help.

"When a crisis strikes our lives, once
the shock has worn off, we must take action," Dr. Lovejoy was
saying.

Rose sniffed as tears welled up. Yeah,
not much action she could take about her problem. For one crazy
instant, she remembered the savage satisfaction of shooting the
Jangoes who'd tried to rob Stone and kill her. No wonder men were
so fond of solving things with violence. Well, she didn't want to
shoot Stone, but she wouldn't mind grabbing him and subduing
him.

Maybe she should call in to get some
great advice. 'How to convince a pirate he's ready to settle down,'
that's what she wanted to know.

Dr. LoveJoy looked into the holo-vid
cam, her eyes full of compassion. "Even if we cannot solve the
problem directly—make things the way they were before—we can still
take action. Ask yourself, what else can I focus on? What can I
affect, if not this problem? There is always something,
friends."

"Always something," Rose mumbled
sarcastically. "But what? Just answer me that, Dr.
Happy-panties."

She turned off the holo-vid and sat,
holding her now cool tea. She felt so alone, even more than she had
after Branch left Earth II.

Her best friend at culinary school had
been Farah Rocha, a bubbly brunette with a penchant for anything
chocolate. Rose wished that she could talk to her now.

Then she sat up straight,
nearly spilling her tea. Oh, she was as silly as a deerbbit! With
the new sat-com system, she could
talk to Farah, any time she wished.

In just a few moments, she had a
comlink open, and her friend was beaming at her, a tiny apartment
in the background.

"Rose," Farah squealed. "Oh, I've
missed you. Tried calling you so many times, but there always seem
to be storms, or something. How are you on your wild planet? Are
you safe? We heard a young woman was kidnapped, and all I could
think of was, it might be you. But then of course it wasn't, it was
the daughter of some diplomat, but still …"

Rose smiled mistily, following her
friend's lightning swift conversation with the ease of practice.
"Yes, I'm fine, I'm safe, and we have a new sat-com
system."

Farah frowned, zeroing in what was
important. "You don't look or sound fine."

"You're right," Rose admitted woefully.
"I'm not. I'm in love, and he—he's a pirate and he doesn't love me
back."

"Ohh," Farah crooned, her face
crumpling in sympathy. Then she scowled. "Do you want me to come
and laser his ass?"

Rose snickered through her tears, and
then the two of them were laughing just as they had in their tiny
apt by the culinary school. "Oh I miss you. I know you were joking,
but … you should come to Frontiera."

Farah's brown eyes widened. "What would
I do there?"

"We'll open our own bakery," Rose
offered impulsively. "And sell the best quarking pastries and
breads these wild Frontierans have ever tasted."

"Really?" Farah looked intrigued. "Is
it great there? Do you love it—other than that ass-helmet of a
pirate, I mean?"

"I love it here," Rose said. "And you
would, too. I'm sure the settlers here will pay big credit for some
decent baked goods. Everything we get is packaged."

"Well," her friend said, twirling a
strand of her dark hair. "I must admit, I've been watching the
holo-vids about Frontiera."

The two of them chatted a while longer.
Rose forbore to mention her adventure with the Jangoes. That could
wait for another time. By the time Farah said goodbye, promising to
call back tomorrow, Rose felt a little better. She saluted the side
of the room where the holo-vid had displayed.

"Okay, Dr. Smiley-face, you
were right. I have a plan. I can still do something."

She'd go tomorrow morning and ask to be
reassigned to the inn's kitchen, where she could practice her
baking skills. And if she missed her untamed pirate every single
waking moment, well, she'd learn to live with that,
somehow.

She'd followed Branch, and they were
together again, at least until he took off on his next
adventure.

But she couldn't follow Stone and force
him to love her. The love she felt for Branch was sweet and steady
and calm. Her love for Stone was meteor-hot and wild as this
planet. Like the man, it couldn't be tamed, unless he allowed
it.
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Jark wandered into Stone's office a few
days later and dropped heavily into the chair across from the desk.
Stone ignored him, focused on the galactic market readouts on his
computer.

Jark sighed gustily. Stone continued to
ignore him. He'd been ignoring his errant memories of Rose and
refusing to long for just a few moments of her gentleness or even
her fiery anger, so he could ignore his mountain-sized
pilot.

He didn't need her, quark
it. Needing someone made a man weak and vulnerable. He was one of
the most powerful men on this planet. If he needed a woman, he'd fly in another
courtesan and then tell her to leave when he was tired of
her.

"How long have I worked for you?" Jark
asked, and then answered his own question, which was as well
because Stone was in no mood for idle conversation. Or any other
kind, for that matter. He would give the giant five minutes, and
then he'd think about shooting him.

"About twelve years. And y'know, in all
that time, I never seen you do anything this quarking
stupid."

Stone looked at his pilot from under
his brows. "Is there a point to this conversational meandering?" he
asked softly. "Because if not, get out of my office."

Jark frowned at him like a thunder god.
"You're gonna break her heart," he said. "I seen you use and lose
plenty of women, but never one like this. This one is quality.
She's the real deal. The forever kind."

"And she's going to
stay alive," Stone
cut in, rage rising in him so fast he nearly flew out of his chair.
"We both know that means far from me and the scum that are after
me. Mobius may be dead, but I've two bounties on my head at the
moment—one courtesy of his partner, and another from that
Serpentian smuggling operation. And those are just the ones I know
about!"

Jark stared at him. "Nah, this is more
than that. MacNeil told me once about your mom. That was a real
tough thing for a kid to go through."

Stone didn't trust himself to speak.
His head was going to explode.

His pilot tapped one booted foot, and
then the other. Then he rose and walked over to stand by the
window.

He wandered back to stand behind
Stone's chair. Suddenly he moved with the speed that never failed
to startle in such a big man and grabbed Stone up out of his chair,
holding him with one massive arm crooked about his throat, his feet
off the ground. His grip was suffocating, but because it was Jark,
Stone held still.

"Scared?" Jark rumbled in Stone's
ear.

"No," Stone managed.

"Huh." Jark loosened his grip so Stone
could speak. "Why not? I'm a hell of a lot bigger than you, and I
got the drop on you."

"Because I've a knife aimed
at your right kidney, and I'm going to use it if you don't let go
of me now."

"Gotcha." The fool actually sounded
satisfied. He let Stone down, patting him on the shoulder as he
stepped back.

Stone sheathed the knife with a precise
stab and jerked his suit jacket back into place.

"What the
quark was that all about?
It better be good, because I've the laser gun under the desk, as
well. And I'm now in the mood to use it."

Jark beamed at him as a proud teacher
does a slow student who has finally gotten it.

"Y' see there, Boss? You're not the
biggest guy out there, but that don't mean you're not safe. 'Course
you're also snake mean, but that's beside the point. The point—and
I got one—is that Rose Thorne is plucky. She's got spunk. When she
was cornered by Jangoes, the meanest slime in this galaxy, she did
what she had to do. She survived. And you could teach her to be
even tougher, even more savvy."

Stone stared at him, appalled. So
that's where this had been going. A clumsy attempt at matchmaking.
Great God beyond.

"The reason she got into
trouble is because she was with me," he said, enunciating very
clearly. "I'm the one who nearly got her killed—by Jangoes, as you
so kindly pointed out! That's the worst way a woman could ever
die—mauled by those marauding pieces of slime until she begs to
die. And those are the sort of bounty hunters that are after me
still."

Jark shook his head
patiently. "No, Boss. I know you're in charge of a whole lot of
people, and a big piece of the action here on Frontiera. But you
can't control everything and everyone around you. This one is her
own woman. She's the reason she got into that mess. She came looking for
you—bound and determined
to get to Adamant. If you hadn't taken her, she would've gone
another way. And probably gotten in worse trouble, because you
wouldn't a been there to back her up. Your mom, too. She had to
know about the dangers, livin' where you did on Earth
I."

He looked down at Stone, and his boss
was appalled to see sympathy in the big man's eyes.

"I'm sorry," rumbled Jark. "But I think
you've found your weakness, and you're just gonna have to accept
it. Are you strong enough to reach for it? Or are you gonna wuss
out 'cause you're not willin' to live with a little fear? That's
what love is all about, y'know. Being vulnerable."

"What?" Stone had been dropped into an
alternate universe. That was the only explanation for Jark daring
to speak to him this way. Not to mention that his speech eerily
echoed Stone’s earlier thoughts. "Who do you think you are? A quarking
lonely hearts counselor?" He pressed the heels of his hands to his
eyes. "Get out!"

"Hey," Jark said in an injured voice.
"A fella can learn a lot watching holo-vid programs, like Dr. Daria
Lovejoy. She's full of good advice on this kind of thing. Someday
I'm gonna find that special woman, and when I do, I'm tellin' you,
I'm not makin' this kind of mistake …"

His voice trailed off in a rumble as he
finally exited the office.

Stone dropped his hands and stared
bleakly out his window. It was a bright, sunny winter day in
Adamant. Hovies zipped by and pedestrians hurried along, all manner
of beings busy at work. He'd helped build this bustling frontier
town, and there was his warehouse looming on the edge of the town,
along with other new businesses. A cruiser took off from the small
but efficient spaceport that his people had built, flashing across
above the buildings.

A successful settlement, much of it
dependent on his own ingenuity and daring. In no way like the
filthy, crowded, crime-ridden docks of his youth. But since he'd
returned from the sat-com installation, his usual satisfaction in
this scene was absent. Instead, he had an empty feeling in his
chest that seemed to spread each lonely night, until he felt like a
robotic copy of himself. Moving and speaking, but feeling no
emotion.

Slowly, unwillingly, he turned his
head, looking at the peak of a roof down the street, the jaunty
holo-vid of a foaming flagon of ale whirling over it. And emotion
stirred at last: anger. He was tired of being alone. Quark it, had
he worked and schemed and brazened his way into all this wealth to
discover there was nothing he wanted to spend it on? Nothing except
…

Except her.

Fine, he'd tried to stay away, hadn't
he? Tried to keep her out of his world, where danger might lurk
behind every stranger's face. But she wouldn't stay away from him.
Oh no, she had to prance into his very office, looking like a sexy
little ice-maiden in her white furs. Well, he was in the mood to
melt some ice.

With a curse, Stone grabbed his jacket
and stormed out of the office.
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The first person he expected to see
when he strode into the Yolovana Bar and Grill was Rose. Standing
by the bar, wearing that ridiculously sexy leather excuse for a
dress. Damnit, every man around could see her bare legs and even
that little dimple in her back.

Instead, a few customers leaned over
drinks at the bar. A family ate and squabbled at a large table. A
sleek Serpentian stood at Rose's station, wearing a brief leather
halter dress. It didn’t look even a fraction as enticing on her.
She eyed Stone and smiled slowly, avariciously. "How may I help
you, sir?"

"Where's Ms. Thorne?" he demanded. A
chill iced his gut. Had he discouraged her to the point that she'd
… gone?

The Serpentian looked disappointed.
"She's in the galley. Do you want a table or not?"

He didn't bother to answer. He was
already striding toward the open doors behind the long bar. The
bored bartender, watching a droid dry cups, looked over without
interest.

"Hey, that's Masterson," he said to the
hostess as Stone passed. "What's he doing?"

In the big, brightly lit galley, three
other humans worked busily at various cookers and stations, but all
Stone saw was Rose.

She stood before a large work station.
Although she was swathed in a white smock, her beautiful red hair
nearly hidden under a white toque, he'd know her anywhere. As Stone
stopped in the open doorway, she reached up to wipe the back of her
hand over her forehead, without looking up from the row of pastries
on the worktable before her. She looked hot and tired. Fury boiled
up inside him. How dare they keep her back here, slaving like a
galley droid.

"Are those pastries ready yet?" called
a tall, stout man from a doorway across the galley. He wore a fancy
smock with the lodge's logo on his lapel, and a scowl.

"In a sec," Rose answered without
looking up.

"Better be a fast sec, young woman, or
I'll—"

"You'll nothing," Stone cut in, in a
pleasant tone that nevertheless sliced through the hot, steamy
kitchen like a laser.

He glided past Rose to stand between
her and the other man, his stance open, ready to fight. "Any more
threats to the lady, and I'll have your guts for my first
course."

For one instant, everyone in the galley
froze. The man's eyes widened, his mouth forming a round O of
astonishment. Out of the corner of his eye, Stone could see the
other cooks standing stock still as well.

"Stone?" Rose spoke behind him, her
voice soft and tentative. "What are you doing here?"

"What the seven hells does it look
like?" he asked. "No one speaks to you like that. What are you
doing slaving in this fool's galley? If you needed credit this
badly, you should've come to me."

She leaned around him and peered up
into his face. Her eyes were wide, her mouth quivering between
shock and a smile.

She reached out to touch his sleeve and
then drew her icing-covered hand back quickly. "Oh, sorry. I'm all
messy." She waggled her pale blue and gold iced fingers. "Um—Stone,
I'm so glad to see you, but … everything is fine here. I chose to
work here in the galley with Chef Rolle. I'm practicing my
skills."

"What skills?" Baffled, he took his
warning gaze off of the stout man to face her.

She huffed a small laugh, her cheeks
flushing. "We didn't—um, have time to share my career plans, did
we? I'm a pastry chef. I even went to culinary school on Earth
II."

He cocked his head, eyeing the ranks of
fancy pastries arrayed on the work table. Each was adorned with
pale blue bows and rosettes of pale gold, the kind of froofrah
women enjoyed. She'd been decorating pastries.

"You made those?"

She nodded proudly. "We're hosting a
wedding lunch in one of the banquet rooms. The mayor potentate's
daughter, you know."

Oh, he knew. He'd been invited, but
declined, citing pressing business. He hated weddings, and
everything to do with them. Lot of sentimental foolishness—or so
he'd always considered. As his gaze rose to her pretty face again,
he thought just possibly he might … reconsider.

"Everyone's almost through with their
meal, so we need to serve the dessert," Rose went on.

"If that's quite all right with you,
Mr. Masterson," said Chef Rolle, his voice heavy with irony. When
Stone glared at him, the man smirked.

Stone felt something he hadn't
experienced in a very long time: embarrassed to the toes of his
custom-made boots. Quark, he'd barreled in here to save Rose from
galley slavery and found her happily at work, albeit with a grouchy
boss.

Then the whole situation really fell
into a black hole as a familiar face popped up behind the chef's
shoulder. The news anchor who'd been at the sat-com installation,
surrounded by all her cameras, her eyes wide with glee.

"Hello there," Llu Llu
gushed, waving at Stone. "Yes, indeed, Frontierans, the romance
just keeps flowing like icing from a pastry chef's tube." She
tittered into one of the cameras. "Isn't it thrilling? We've just
popped into the Yolovana Inn's galley to get a look at the final
course before it's served, and we find Adamant's foremost eligible
bachelor, Stone Masterson, the sat-com quazillionaire, intent on
rescuing his—dare we say it—lady
love from drudgery."

Rose let out a small squeak of
distress. Heat burned its way up Stone's chest, until it enveloped
his face. Even the tips of his ears burned.

He, who sent home his mistresses if
they began to whine for a permanent place in his bed, and who was
exquisitely careful never to get involved with any local women
because they might expect more, was behaving like a … a suitor. In
front of planet-wide news cameras. Hell, with him in the holo-vid,
they'd probably take it galaxy-wide.

His control of his world, and
everything in it, had just been blown to stardust. He couldn't
force Rose to take him. Wasn't even sure he could negotiate her
into it, in light of her new plans.

"Sorry," she breathed, turning her back
to the cameras. "Llu Llu's doing a local color series on New Haven.
You know, quaint little frontier town, home of the sat-com king, et
cetera. She was in here earlier. I didn't think she'd come
back."

Humiliation churned sickly in his gut.
Only one way out of this—the same way he'd come in—boldly. He took
a deep, slow breath and turned to Rose, ignoring the news anchor,
her cameras, and the chefs and servers watching avidly.

Rose looked up at him, her green eyes
grave, even sad. "Don't worry, Stone. I know you're not here
to—to—"

"No, I'm the one who's sorry, lass. I'd
no business barging in here and disturbing you at work. Very pretty
work, I might add. Your, uh, pastries are lovely."

She blinked, surprised. "You like
them?"

He nodded. His stomach settled as his
plan became clear. There was a way out of every sticky situation—at
least if you were a pirate by nature.

"I do," he told her. "I'd like to taste
one."

"Oh." She grasped one from the table,
and held it out to him. He leaned forward and opened his mouth,
gazing into her eyes. "Oh," she said again, in a very different
tone.

With the eyes of Frontiera on them, she
fed him a bite of her confection. He chewed and swallowed. It was
tender, flaky and melted on his tongue. "Mm," he approved.
"Delicious."

She blushed. "Thank you."

"One more taste," he murmured. But when
she lifted the pastry, he shook his head. "That's not the
confection I've been craving, lass."

"Ohh," she breathed, her face going
soft as she stepped forward into his arms. The pastry fell to floor
beside them with a soft splat of cream filling.

He slid his arms around her waist and
pulled her close, bending his head to kiss her, long and well. The
sound of cheering around them faded as he sank into the sweet
welcome of her kiss.

When he lifted his head, her eyes were
sparkling like the sun shining through the boughs of a tarma-pine
tree.

He looked over her head at her boss.
"You've enough pastries to serve your guests." It was not a
question.

The man nodded grandly, although he was
still smirking.

"Good," Stone said. "Then you won't
mind if I take your pastry chef."

Rose primmed her mouth up, narrowing
her eyes at him. Quark, even in this ugly smock and hat she was the
prettiest woman on the planet.

"Stone, I'm working," she informed him.
"I cannot just leave—oh!"

Her lofty words ended in another
squeak, this one of shock as he simply bent, caught her about the
hips and laid her carefully her over his shoulder. Then he
straightened, turned and carried her out of the place, past the
grinning chefs, servers, barflies and the family, their collective
mouths open in astonishment. Probably because they were getting a
world-class view of her lovely ass. He yanked at the short smock,
glaring at the father as he carried her past. The man looked
hastily away.

Rose started wriggling as he bore her
down the icy steps to his hovie.

"Hold still, woman," he snapped. "Or
you'll have us both on our asses in the snow. And yours will be the
one on the bottom, I'll see to that." He'd break his own neck if
necessary to keep her from touching the cold ice and snow, but she
didn't need to know that—yet.

He put her into the passenger seat,
ignoring her scowl, her batting hands and the kick she tried to
give him as he hit the button to shoot the seatbelt around
her.

"Stone," she protested. "You can't just
barrel in and take me whenever you feel like it, you–you pirate. I
need that job. "

"You don't need it any longer." He
swung into the seat beside her and put the hovie in drive. They
shot forward, around an incoming hover taxi and a large overland
transport. "Now we're going to my place, where we can have some
privacy."

"I do so need it, because I'm saving to
start my own business, and furthermore, I have nothing to say to
you." She crossed her arms and stared out the other
window.

He pushed the heat controls on her side
to full blast and yanked the fur rug out of the back to drape over
her bare legs.

"Your own business? Something with
pastries, I hope. I'd like more of those."

She snorted delicately.

"Not talking? Fine, then you'll have
nothing to do but listen to me." They lifted up over the edge of
town, and the frozen river. "I've some rules to set in place and
you'll follow them, or I'll know the reason why."

"We'll see about that, Stone
Masterson."

"Yes, we will, and plenty more," he
assured her. "I'm not having you get into any more
situations."

She pulled the fur up over herself and
said no more as they sailed up the steep mountainside. Probably
plotting how she was going to subdue him this time. He didn't know
whether to laugh or curse.

Stone maneuvered the hovie into the
hangar and then went around to help her out, draping the fur around
her shoulders. With her head high, her expression full of haughty
disdain, she looked like a young queen, albeit in an ugly crown.
Well, she would be queen—but only of his kingdom.

In the house, he led the way to the
hearth, where a fire crackled. Then he turned to her, his chest
unaccountably tight. He moved his jaw, wondering why his collar
felt too tight.

"All right," he said. "Here it is.
Since the moment we met—not counting the year I lusted after
you—you've devilled me. I can't do my work, I can't sleep, I
haven't eaten. I thought I was rid of you, but no, even when you're
not around, you're in my head. So we'll give it a go. But it will
be under my rules, do you understand? You'll learn self-defense,
and you'll practice every damn day. Firearms, close combat,
security systems; you'll learn them all. I've enemies and they'd
think nothing of using you to get to me."

She blinked, looking bewildered. "Give
what a go?"

He glared down at her. "What the hell
do you think? We'll be wed."

His guest let the fur robe fall from
her shoulders as if her fingers had suddenly lost their grip. She
gazed up at him, her eyes wide, her soft mouth open in
wonder.

But then her lips twitched, and he was
astonished and offended to see merriment twinkle in her brown eyes.
She gave a tiny giggle and then another, clapping her icing-stained
hands over her mouth to stifle them as he glowered, his cheeks hot.
Embarrassment burned in his middle for the second time that day,
along with an emotion so unfamiliar he'd forgotten it:
uncertainty.

"And what, may I ask, is so amusing?"
he demanded.

"Stone Masterson," she managed,
controlling her mirth with an obvious effort. "I—I thought you such
a silver-tongued devil the night we met. But apparently that was
just to get me into bed. Th-this was the most unromantic proposal
of marriage I've ever heard."

He moved closer, looming over her. "Oh,
was it now? Well, hell, I may as well keep it up, then. I'm not
feeling very 'romantic' just now."

She would stay—he would cover her with
kisses and fuck her until all she could do was scream his name.
Then he'd start all over again, until she saw that he was her man,
the only man for her.

He picked her up again, although this
time he swung her up before him, cradled in his arms, as he started
for his bedroom.

"Um—what are you feeling?" She wrapped an arm
about his neck and touched his face gently with her other hand. Her
fingers were soft on his skin, albeit a bit sticky. He wanted them
everywhere.

"Dynastic." He smiled ferociously at
the feminine alarm that filled her lovely eyes.

When he set her down beside his bed,
however, she reached up to cup his face in those soft hands.
"Stone, can't we just practice for a while? And save the dynasty
for later?"

He smiled slowly. "Oh, we'll practice,
all right, love. You won't believe some of the things I'm going to
teach you."

She looked intrigued. "We'll have to
practice a lot, won't we?"

"Every spare moment," he
agreed.

Then he raised an eyebrow at her toque.
"Can we have that off you now, though? It's not really the most
flattering headgear. I can't see your hair."

Her eyes widened in horror
as she lifted her hands to the toque. "Ohh," she moaned. "I forgot
I had it on. Oh, I look awful. And we were on holo-vid—and you're so handsome in
your business suit—and I should be looking my best, not all sweaty
and covered in icing and flour."

She shoved at him, and he stepped back,
laughing as she scuttled toward his bath, yanking at her clothing.
He found the toque on the floor just inside the bathroom and the
smock outside the shower-dry enclosure, her panties and bra
nearby.

With keen anticipation, he unfastened
his own suit, and let it fall to the floor with her things. They
looked right, somehow, mingled on the stone floor.

Rose was already under the spray of hot
water, her long hair streaming down her back. He stepped up behind
her and wrapped his arms around her, bending his own head under the
spray to nuzzle her throat. His cock was as hard as cerametal,
jerking in paroxysms of need and lust against the small of her
back.

"I'm dirty," she said
breathlessly.

"I know," he agreed, his fingers
already cupping her mound. "That's one of my favorite things about
you."

She gasped as he thrust one finger
deftly inside her. Ah, there was that soft, hot center he needed to
be inside.

"You're the one with the dirty mind,"
she accused, but he noticed she didn't try to get away, just hung
on to his arm and wiggled her round bottom against him as he played
with her. He looked over her shoulder, cupping her sweet bare
breast in his other hand. Her nipple speared his palm like a hard
berry, one he was going to nibble.

"I am," he agreed. "And I've had plenty
of time to come up with new things I want to do with you, lass. But
right now we'll keep it simple."

He grasped her hands and lifted them
against the wall, so she stood with the hot spray on her torso.
"Keep your hands there, and don't move them, understand? No matter
what happens."

She gave him a wide-eyed look over her
shoulder, and he nearly laughed at the trepidation and excitement
in her gaze. But he narrowed his eyes at her and slid his cock
between her thighs. "Open your legs for me, siren."

With a sound that was nearly a whimper,
she did. She arched her back, pushing her lovely ass out at him as
he moved again, sliding along her sleek furrow, the hot water
spraying over his cock and her pussy. He reached around her and
parted her with his hand, and then thrust inside her, panting with
the effort of not driving home all at once.

"Oh, Stone," she moaned. "Oh, oh,
please."

"You want it?" He nipped at the wet
curve of her shoulder, slender, yet strong. "You want all of
me?"

"Yes. All of you, I want all
of you—now. Please."

Oh, he loved the raw pleading in her
voice. She was so soft, her pussy sucking demandingly at him as he
thrust again, until he was seated deep inside her, his balls flush
against her inner thighs, her ass cradled on his thighs, his hand
full of her mound and one of her breasts.

"Ah, fuck, you feel so good," he
groaned. Enveloping him in yielding, yet demanding, heat and
flowing moisture. "I want to feel you come around my cock,
Rose."

She whimpered, a high sweet sound as he
found her swollen clitoris and stroked it swiftly, timing it with
his swift, short thrusts. He couldn't bear to pull all the way out
of her, couldn't bear to be separated too long from the snug home
she made for his cock and for his heart. It swelled joyously in his
chest, thudding in perfect time with the pulses of her
pussy.

"Stone," she moaned. "Oh, oh … I'm
coming, I am."

"I know you are, love," he crooned. "I
can feel every … sweet little … squeeze."

She had him by the cock, and he wanted
her to have the rest of him, too. With a roar of triumph, he let
go, his cum exploding into her, his heart tumbling
after.
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Rose couldn't remember ever feeling so
happy in her life. She could hardly stand up on her trembling legs,
so she collapsed forward, her forearms and cheek against the warm,
wet wall of the shower-dry, her bottom supported by Stone's
powerful thighs. His cock was still inside her. She wished she
could keep it there forever.

"You want me to stay there that long,
siren?" he asked, smiling against her ear. "Demanding woman that
you are."

Oh, no, she'd been thinking aloud
again—something she seemed to do when he was making love to her.
She discarded her embarrassment as unworthy of the occasion and
smiled as he soaped his hands and began to wash her, paying close
attention to her breasts.

"You came after me." She clasped her
hands over the back of his much larger ones as he fondled
her.

"I did. And I'm not letting you go."
His hands tightened.

"No?" Her heart thumped with hope and
she knew he'd feel it.

"No." He slid one hand down to cover
her mons, and then further where he was still joined to her,
although his cock felt smaller now. "I'll be inside you so often,
you'll forget what it's like not to have me there."

Then he grinned against her cheek. "If
you're sure you still want me, even though I'm not a pirate any
longer."

"Oh, you—" He cut off the words with
his mouth, hot and demanding over hers. And she sank back against
him, and into his kiss, surrounded by his strength.

His cock slid out of her, but he
replaced it with his fingers. He finished washing her, and then
returned to caress her. She moaned into his mouth, reaching up to
wrap her hand around the back of his neck so he wouldn't stop
kissing her.

He did, but only long enough to whisper
tenderly. "Can you come for me again, love?"

She couldn't refuse him any intimacy,
not when he asked like that. With his fingers in her sensitized
pussy, and his thumb on her clitoris, her body responded helplessly
to his expert touch, pleasure squeezing tighter and tighter around
his hand until it imploded and burst outward.

He made a deep sound of pleasure as she
relaxed against him. "Good. Now that I've satisfied you for the
moment, we can talk. Or rather, I'll talk and you
listen."

She made an encouraging sound, reveling
in his arms around her, his deep voice in her ear and the satisfied
hum of her body.

"It's not goin' to be easy, siren,
being with me. Your life will have to change."

"Well, I certainly hope so." She tipped
her head back to smile at him.

He shook his head, although he dropped
a kiss on the tip of her nose. "More than just us being together.
You won't be able to travel alone, or go anywhere that's not
secure, and I'll always have to know where you are. Do you
understand, Rose? I told you my life is dangerous. I meant
it."

She straightened and turned to face
him. Stepping forward, out of the hot spray of water, she reached
up to touch his face. She didn't smile, because she wanted to make
sure he understood, too. She was handing him more than her body
here, she was about to offer him her heart.

"I do understand, Stone. Really, I do.
But, you must understand, when I followed Branch to Frontiera, I
was terrified, because I knew it was wild and dangerous. But I
wanted a new start for me and Thorne, and to get that I had take
the risk. And for you? I'm willing to take any risk. Because you're
worth every bit of trouble." Her voice shook, but she went on. "I
love you. And I want to be with you—for as long as you want
me."

The look in his eyes melted her knees
and her heart. His eyes glowed molten gold as he pulled her hard
against him. "Ah, siren. You undo me. I want you with me, all
right. Forever. You've declared yourself now, and I warn you,
you're not getting away from me."

She let her smile blossom as she
caressed his angular face. He wanted to keep her forever? Happiness
swelled inside her until she felt as if she could float right up
off the wet floor.

He was an alpha predator and always
would be, but he was hers. There were just three more words she
needed to hear from him. "Why, Stone?"

A dark frown moved over his face, his
brows drawing together. She raised her eyebrows at him, and he
froze, realization dawning. Incredibly, he looked
uncomfortable.

She waited. She'd said it, he quarking
well could too.

He sighed in that way he had, as if he
were a poor, put upon male. Then he cupped her cheek and looked
into her eyes. "Because I love you, Rose Thorne. With all my
heart."

"Ohh," she breathed, tears filling her
eyes. She really was going to float away, and carry him with
her.

"Must be love. I can't reckon any other
reason for going off my food and drink," he added
provokingly.

"Oh, you." She kissed him to shut him
up. It went on for a long time, as his warm, wet mouth spun its
magic on her.

"By the way, I'm proud of you," he told
her, when they paused for air. "A business of your own, that's
wonderful."

She smiled beatifically. "Thank you. My
friend Farah is immigrating to be my partner."

"Good. You'll need startup capital. I
can get you a good rate on that," he offered, waggling his
eyebrows.

She batted her lashes at
him. "I'll pay anything, Mr. Masterson. Even … you know."

He growled, deep in his chest. "Oh, I
do know. I know more than you ever dreamed, little immi. But don't
worry, I'll educate you."

Considering where his hands kept
wandering, she was pretty sure he would, and soon. And she couldn't
wait, because she'd dreamed a lot.

"There are just one or two things," she
remembered, ducking as he nuzzled her throat right on the spot that
always made her melt. He was an alpha all right, and if she wasn't
careful he would take charge of every aspect of her life. With the
best intentions, of course.

"What?" he asked without interest, then
winced as she tugged on his hair. He lifted his head. She put one
finger over his lips when he would have kissed her
again.

"You can't just give me orders and
expect me to obey them," she said. "I'm not one of your
employees."

He frowned down at her. "It's for your
own good, love."

She raised her brows at him. "When you
think so, you are welcome to explain why, and we will discuss the
issue to see if I agree with you."

"Discuss, eh?" He fiddled with a lock
of her hair and then sighed, his mouth quirking as if he was biting
back a grin. "Having a wife is going to be a great deal of trouble,
isn't it?"

She stroked her hand down his back,
cupping his stellar ass. "Yes, but I'll be worth it. I
promise."

"Yes, you will," he agreed, squeezing
her even more intimately. His cock stirred against her belly. "Now
let's get you dried off, and I'll show you how. And I may as well
warn you, siren, I still have those soft restraints you used on
me."

She stared up at him, alarm and
excitement warring inside her. He was going to use them on her this
time?

He growled deep in his chest, and
reached down to lift her up against him. "On second thought, don't
bother to dry off. I can't wait."

Neither could she.
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