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Dedication

Dedication fuels the most elusive dreams. This one is for everyone who has ever had a dream and had the fortitude to see it through.


Chapter One

“Reputation is a double-edged sword.”

Planet Corona, city of Borealis, 2478



Never-Fail Nash peered through a rip in the ratty motel curtains. Visual implants allowed him to see one person curled up in the lone bed. He found it odd that apprehension gripped him even after twenty years as a bounty hunter. Adrenaline surged from the moment he located his target to the moment he tossed them into a cell on his ship.

Hyperaware senses and attention to detail ensured his survival. That, and the fact he didn’t trust anybody. He didn’t become a triple-platinum Runner by being a nice guy. Or an idiot.

Slipping the illegally acquired and therefore outrageously expensive keycard into the holodoor, he passed through the deactivated field and reactivated it behind him.

The room smelled musty and stale from old smoke and sweat. All of the furniture was beat-up-dusty. Typical cheap Fringe motel with craptacular decor beyond expensive holodoors. It took a nanosecond to orient himself to the layout of the room. He approached the narrow bed.

Wow.

Jynx Brennan looked way better in real life. He checked his palm unit again and shook his head. His package looked about as dangerous as a hangnail.

Looks could be deceiving.

Razor-sharp, his enhanced gaze scanned the body below the threadbare covers. Despite x-ray and infrared, all he could see was a wicked dream personified. The blankets clung to a voluptuous female form, leaving no place to hide a weapon.

Except between her legs.

He frowned and took a step back.

His last package flashed in his head. Scary Mary had looked like a wayward kitten, but she’d turned out to be the most dangerous criminal he’d ever captured. Scary Mary almost shattered his balls, then attempted to amputate his finger with her teeth. Jynx Brennan looked twenty times more harmless.

Won’t be fooled again.

Favoring his injured finger, Foster readied his Shantun stunner, flipped on the light and hauled his alluring package out of bed.



“Hands up.”

Groggy, sleep deprived and suddenly vertical, Jynx struggled to awareness. Cold metal settling against the back of her head brought her instantly awake, but terror held her immobile.

“Hands in the air or I blow your head off.”

The voice behind her, clearly male, rumbled with authority, uncompromising yet oddly seductive. She trembled as she lifted her hands. With a no-nonsense grumble, he pulled her wrists down behind her back and then slapped on a pair of plastimetal cuffs.

“For a medic, you’ve given the IWOG a good run for their money.” He checked her restraints by yanking them hard.

She yelped. Her whole body hurt in ways she’d never known. Three weeks of little food and less sleep blurred her mind.

“Please, let me go.” She tried to turn her head, but he wouldn’t let her.

He grunted as he slipped shackles on her ankles.

“I’m not the local law’s problem, am I?” She paused. “Processing me will take up a large percentage of your budget, especially if you must transport me off-world.” How far had reports of her gotten? What had he heard? Silence stretched past her words, driving her to desperation. “I’m not your problem, am I?”

Still he said nothing.

She couldn’t help herself. She spoke again, knowing her quavering voice gave away her growing fear. “Wouldn’t it be easier for you and your government to just let me go?” Not a chance the OuterWorld Alliance Group, WAG, wanted anything to do with a fugitive of the InnerWorld Government.

The man behind her uttered a bored sigh.

Just when she opened her mouth to say more, he snarled, “I’ve never lost a package, Sweets. Why in the Void would I start with you?”

Adrenaline surged when he called her a package, not a prisoner. “You’re a Runner!”

He spun her around.

Her heart skipped a beat when she saw his face.

Expecting a grizzled monster, she found instead a man about her own age with sandy blond hair and wicked azure eyes. Definitely not the local law. The Runner looked like any boy-next-door grown up. Way grown up. Into a very big man. He didn’t look like a monster, but then again, neither did Roberts, the one who’d orchestrated her capture.

“Roberts will kill me,” she blurted.

“That’s your problem.” He nodded and winked. “I’m strictly the delivery man.”

“You’re no delivery man.” Jynx made her breathless words part observation and part plea. He was huge. Not only tall but wide as a door. Rippling muscles were barely confined by a pale blue strex shirt that matched his faded motton jeans. He also wore a frightening array of weapons around a wide black leather belt, slung low, drawing attention to the fact he was a very big man in many ways. His eyes did not match the rest of him, nor did that boyish, biting grin.

“I could pay you.” Barely were the words out of her mouth when he rolled his eyes and laughed.

“You couldn’t even afford a decent room.” He glanced around the ratty room he’d found her in.

She followed his gaze.

A single dim bulb dangled from a wire in the center of the stained ceiling above them. Against the tightly shut, threadbare drapes, the bulb cast a meager pool of light on tattered wallpaper and filthy carpets. A kindness, really, as the dim light helped to hide the stains on the carpet, bed and walls. Sadly, it glaringly illuminated the stains on the ceiling, whose origins were better left uncontemplated. The only modern amenity was the holodoor, and clearly, that had not kept him at bay. Renting the tacky room had taken the last of her script. She thought she’d be safe for at least one night. Just one night of sleep.

“I could match what Roberts is paying you.”

He laughed again with a softer roll of his intense azure eyes. “You couldn’t even get yourself off-world.” Silky hair fell into his eyes when he shook his head. He brushed the seductive strands away with an impatient swipe of his hand.

She opened her mouth, but he spoke again before she could say anything.

“Save it, Sweets.” He winked. “I’ve heard it all.” He lowered his hand to his gun. “You’re dead in the Void. Whatever you had in the bank is frozen. Your bonafides are locked. You don’t exist but for me.”

“Who are you?”

He bowed without taking his eyes off her face. “Foster Nash, at your service.”

Heaven help her, she knew that name. “Never-Fail Nash.”

He nodded, saying nothing, his hand on his gun.

Jynx not only knew him but feared him. “You are one of only six triple-platinum Runners in the universe.”

He nodded again and offered her a smile so menacing she gulped.

Before her stood a living legend from a thousand IWOG tales. He always delivered his package. He had a reputation for being ruthless, brutal and vicious. Her heart sank. Even if she had the money in her hand and offered it to him on a platinum platter, he wouldn’t take it. Never-Fail Nash would deliver her or die trying.

Recovering her composure, she injected disdain into her tone. “At my service? No. Roberts owns you.”

He smirked as if he were proud to be a hired thug. “Roberts paid high. That’s why you’re valuable to me.” Casually, he shoved her shoulder.

Shackled hand and foot, she spun and hit the bed face-first. Dust surrounded her with the stale stench of frantic sex. She shifted to her back.

He flipped her facedown again with a yank to her waist. He made a quick circuit of her entire body, touching everywhere lightly, professionally. He rolled her over and did her front with the same detached coolness.

“No weapon?” His eyebrows drew a dark line across his brow.

“Disappointed or surprised?” Jynx sat up with all the dignity she could manage.

“A little of both.”

“I am not a common criminal, Mr. Nash.” She scowled. “I am a doctor.”

“Roberts told me.” He failed to look impressed.

“I don’t think you have the right person. If you’d—”

He pushed her down, flipped her over and pressed her right thumb against a smooth bit of plastic.

Jynx didn’t have to see what he pressed her thumb to. All her life she’d hit such panels going in and out of the hospital.

“You are thirty-four-year-old Jynx Brennan, epidemiologist for the InnerWorld Government. IWOG military class E. No living relatives. No living associates. Five seven, one-thirty, blonde, violet.”

He flipped her over and frowned. Inspecting her hair by sifting the strands through his calloused fingers, he shook his head. “Interesting dye job.”

“I thought so.” She’d cried when she’d hacked her waist-length hair to her shoulders and used her brown mascara as a temporary dye to make her roots appear dark brown against the natural light blonde.

“It’s been done.” A sly grin slid across his face. He bit the smirk off with his upper teeth. “I guess I could always confirm by checking the color of your hair south.”

His gaze dropped to her hips.

Jynx wished her spring lilac dress, once crisply laundered and pretty, didn’t cling so closely to her thighs. He looked like he might just yank her skirt up in the line of duty.

Lifting only his gaze, his eyes settled on hers. “I like the contacts too.”

She had the gray-blue contacts in her purse by pure coincidence. Apparently, such feeble attempts hadn’t fooled him for a moment. Even in her wildest nightmares, she never thought Roberts would send a Runner after her. Certainly not the notorious Foster Nash.

“You don’t look like a monster,” Jynx said softly. “You don’t look anything like the monster IWOG tales hold you to.”

“I could say the same of you.” Nash tucked his scanner back to his belt.

Indignant, she defended, “I don’t know what Roberts told you, but I’m not a monster. I didn’t create the Tyaa plague.”

He laughed. “Sweets, you can talk at me until you’re blue in the face. It won’t help.”

“If you’d only listen.”

“No, you listen.”

She caught a whiff of spicy aftershave when he sat on the bed beside her, his weight moving her closer to him. When he leaned over into her face, she caught a hint of bubblegum on his breath.

“I don’t care what Roberts said. Truth or not. All I care about is my contract.”

He paused, then stood, adjusting his equipment-riddled belt. He made a point of readjusting his bulge. He did so deliberately, proximately. Foster Nash settled his massive body with a detached coolness she’d never seen.

“Whatever the deal is, it’s between you and Roberts. I’m just the delivery man. But I’ll tell you this—you talk at me too much, and I’ll gag you.”

He dipped low and flipped her over his shoulder.

“Please don’t do this.” She burst into tears of fear and frustration.

“Tears won’t work either.” With a mocking gesture, he patted her butt. “I’m a ruthless bastard. Got it? I do my job, get my script and move on.”

Doom gripped her with a relentless fist. He didn’t care that she was falsely accused. All he cared about was his reputation. Her money could not buy him, nor could the truth. Never-Fail Nash would meet the terms of his contract, or die trying.


Chapter Two

Foster leaned back from the main console, stretched his arms over his head and groaned. What he wouldn’t give for a solid eight hours of sleep. Not that finding Jynx Brennan had taxed his considerable skills. But damn, he hurt.

He checked his finger and thought of his last package. When he’d been forced to gag her foul mouth, Scary Mary had chomped his right index finger. The wound had looked bad two weeks ago, but it looked a hell of a lot worse now. He shook his head. Another woman, like Laura, his ex-girlfriend. He began to think none of them could be trusted.

Using his unbitten middle finger, he tapped up the audvid to the cell where he’d left his current package. Jynx slept curled up on the top of the bunk. Her short-hacked blonde hair fell across her tear-streaked face, making her seem broken, vulnerable and very pretty. She’d clean up something spectacular.

“You’ll want to do her when you see her,” Roberts had insisted with gleaming eyes.

Foster shook his head. “All I do is deliver for the agreed-upon price.”

Nonetheless, Roberts put the bonus clause in the contract. Roberts wanted Foster to play Jynx Brennan. Roberts wanted him to bed her for sport and earn some extra credits. As pretty as Jynx was, and despite his thoroughly disreputable reputation, that wasn’t one of his contractible skills. He didn’t bed for bonus. That’s why he generally didn’t apprehend females—the temptation was too great.

Foster set his ship, the Damn You, on autopilot, then made his way to the galley. Tossing a premade dinner into the micro, he set the table and ate without tasting. He didn’t need a cook. He liked his solitude. He enjoyed not having to worry about anyone but himself.

Sometimes, when he didn’t have a package onboard, he talked to himself. On those days, he admitted to being lonely, and he thought about getting a dog, but he promptly dropped the idea. He’d have to disable the autofires all over the ship, and that would give any prisoner a clear advantage if they managed to escape the cells. He’d programmed the units to recognize him, but he didn’t want the hassle of reprogramming them to recognize a dog.

“They didn’t recognize Laura as a dog.” He considered. “Well, more so a wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

Disgusted that he was talking to himself yet again, he yanked a beer from the pantry, popped the cap and sipped. He checked the kitchen audvid. Jynx hadn’t moved. She had nice legs. Her sandal-clad feet were grungy, but one quick shower, a fresh dress—she rolled onto her back. A long, low growl rumbled through his chest.

“Nice rack.”

Not too big, not too small, her breasts would just about fill his large hands. Lilac motton clung to her body like a drawn-out caress. Her lacy bra pressed against her thin layer of clothing like an inviting whisper.

“Must be exhausted. Poor, evil IWOG doctor on the run for three weeks.” Sipping from his long-necked bottle, he watched her sleep.

Jynx hadn’t gotten far from her lab on Banna. Hell, she could have traded one tumble for a ride off Corona on any trader’s ship.

Knocking back a swallow of beer, he decided she just wasn’t the sort to trade with her body. Regardless of what Roberts said, Jynx was a lady. Foster could tell by the way she spoke and carried herself. She might be an evil doctor, but she was still a lady. An IWOG lady.

“Don’t think I’ve ever met one of those out here.”

Tossing his head back, he polished off his beer and chucked the bottle to recyc. After shutting down the kitchen, he went to his bedroom.

“Not a whole lot of bona fide IWOG ladies on the Fringe.”

Not that her status mattered. He’d deliver his package in a week and be off on another job. Gods knew how he needed the money.

Foster lingered at the audvid in his bedroom as he cleaned his teeth. Would be interesting to make it with an IWOG lady. Just once. Just to see if she was any different from any other woman in the Void.

Frowning, he thought of Laura again. Not a lady by any stretch, but ex-IWOG consumer, like he was. Laura came on like gangbusters, then went suddenly, shockingly shy when he’d tried to close the deal. He wasted weeks on her. Even let her live on the ship for a while. He reprogrammed all the autofires to reassure her, and what had that bitch done? Robbed him blind. Laura swiped a fortune after balling him senseless. While he lay utterly spent, Laura removed everything that wasn’t bolted down on the Damn You, crammed it in a shuttle and took off.

To his utter chagrin, he liquidated all his accounts to buy back his own electronic tricks at auction, and his shuttle, but at triple what he’d paid originally.

Laura, forever after in his mind as “That Bitch”, stripped him so naked he couldn’t believe she’d left him a pair of boxers, let alone a pair of pants.

Because he’d trusted someone, he’d opened himself to a world of hurt. Never in his life had he called a woman a bitch. But Laura’s deliberate playing of him earned her the title of “That Bitch”. If he ever laid eyes on her again, he’d shoot first and ask questions later. Laura made him doubt the motives of half the population by sheer virtue of being female.

Laura reduced him from a major player with loads of cash to a man with a bare-bones ship and little else. After draining his accounts, he had the Damn You back at full-throttle and his reputation, but that was all. On the brink of retirement, he’d been forced to start all over with only his ship and his rep.

Anger and embarrassment flared. He took a deep breath to push the uncomfortable emotions away. Foster blamed no one but himself. He never should have trusted Laura. She lucked out and caught him at a low, lonely point.

“When I was using the little brain.” He glared down at his pants. “Ain’t putting you in charge again, buddy, no matter how much you sit up and beg.”

He checked the audvid again. Jynx Brennan was small, blonde, delicate and lady-like. She had the softest, sweetest, most honey-rich voice he’d ever heard in his life. She was everything he’d lusted after in his youth on Banna.

“Won’t be fooled again.” He undressed, shut off the audvid and tumbled into bed.


Chapter Three

Blazing lights startled Jynx awake. On her feet in an instant, she realized she didn’t have to run today. She didn’t have to worry about finding something to eat or a place to hide. Her mad dash for freedom ended after a disastrous three weeks.

Tears threatened as she slumped to her bunk.

Clenching her fists, she dug what remained of her chipped fingernails into her palms. Another pity party wouldn’t help one iota. Her face, raw from crying, couldn’t really stand any more salty tears. Nor could her self-esteem.

“I’m a smart woman. I can find my way out of this.”

Foster Nash. No hope there. Not a chance in the Void he’d let her go. It wasn’t about money for him; it was about reputation. Only a handful of men on the Fringe could lay claim to the status of triple-platinum Runner, bounty hunters who never lost their prey. He’d earned his rating, and he wouldn’t let anything interfere with keeping it.

Jynx hadn’t been living on the Fringe long, but it didn’t take long to understand a whole different world operated here. On her home world of Banna, everyone followed the letter of the law because every aspect of life was rigidly controlled. IWOG consumers gave up freedom for safety. Or that’s what she’d thought once upon a time. What she really gave up was her privacy.

Here on the Fringe, the local law was an amalgam of IWOG and WAG. Confusing, conflicting. Fringe players lived by their wits. Hustlers and whores, Runners and thieves, everyone looking for an edge. As a born-and-bred IWOG consumer, Jynx found her learning curve brutally short and nasty. Within days, she knew which way the wind blew. Still, even after three weeks, she’d been fooled by a fat innkeeper.

“Reputation matters, girl. You? Nobody knows. No bonafides, no vouch, so I gotta charge you the higher rate.” Into his greedy palm she slipped the last of her script. “Man’s gotta take care of his own out here.” He tucked the crumpled paper into his straining trouser pocket. His gut was so big he couldn’t see that he wore two different colored socks. She didn’t argue. She’d been so happy to find a room, she might have slept with the man in payment.

Her joy hadn’t lasted long. While she dozed in fitful bursts, Foster had suddenly been there, yanking her out of bed and handcuffing her. No doubt that self-serving innkeeper sold Foster her location. He had to. Where else would Foster have gotten a keycard to her room?

Jynx stood and inspected every inch of her cell. A common criminal might slyly work their way out. A surgeon turned general practitioner turned epidemiologist? Not likely. The problems she solved were medical, not criminal. No wonder he’d taken her into custody with hardly a struggle.

“I could have just stepped from my lab into his ship and saved everyone a bundle of time and money.” Frustrated, she wished she’d had a bit more time to acclimate to the Fringe. Wished she had just a bit more script in her purse when she’d fled. Wished she’d been wearing anything but a clingy dress and barely there sandals. With only the contents of her purse, she’d run for three weeks. All in one breath that seemed both long and short.

To her credit, she defied any woman to do better than she did with what she had. Three weeks on a paltry two hundred in script? Most days she spent that much on transport. The day she ran, she’d planned on meeting Brandt for lunch. A bit lost after their brief night of drunken passion, she wasn’t sure if she’d been embarking on the love of her life or a “hey, things happen” speech. Either way, she never got to meet up with Brandt. He was dead by the time she stepped from the shuttle trans to the industrial complex that housed the lab.

“I saw them kill him.” She bit her lip, still shocked at what her psi ability had revealed.

Brandt shared her rare and strange gift—the ability to project. While she sat in the trans, Brandt reached to her mind, she to his, and she found herself looking out through his eyes just in time to see an IWOG officer raise his gun and fire three rapid shots.

Horror flung her from Brandt’s mind. She hung in limbo for a few moments, trying to recover, then forced her way into the IWOG officer’s mind. She watched through his eyes as he systematically strode through the lab, killing everyone.

As the officer ran from the building, he set off a series of explosives. She felt a surge of sexual excitement in him as he watched the fire destroy the entire structure. His perverse pleasure so shocked her, she broke the connection and jumped back into her own mind with a disorienting jolt.

She exited the trans and immediately entered another going in the opposite direction. Terrified, she’d ridden to the commuter hub and boarded the first flight off Banna to Corona, a Fringe planet. While inside the IWOG officer’s mind, she’d found out his orders were very clear—destroy the lab and everyone in it. He’d succeeded. Except for Jynx herself. Her only hope was to disappear before anyone noticed she was still alive.

While in the bustling space port, she’d been horrified to find Roberts on every com unit, decrying the destruction of the lab as an evil terrorist attack. “They will do anything to destroy our way of life,” Roberts said.

For the first time, Jynx noticed something that those around her didn’t. They was a very vague word. They who? WAG citizens? Fringe players? Crimes like this were always blamed on the nameless, faceless they.

Frightened IWOG consumers were calmed by Roberts’s cultured, caring and carefully modulated voice. “This vicious attack will not go unpunished. We will find the terrorists and bring them to justice.” Roberts extolled the doctors and lab personnel as dedicated civil servants who worked tirelessly to cure the Tyaa plague. “Their lives were not lost in vain. It is a credit to them that they managed to succeed in their mission. We now have a cure.”

Spellbound, Jynx watched Roberts’s beaming face. Of course they had the cure. They’d discovered it months ago. They’d been refining a delivery system in an effort to inoculate all the civilized worlds in the Void. Reports of the plague were rare, but over ten years, it had slowly seeped from Tyaa to gain an ever-greater foothold in the surrounding planets. Quarantining entire towns had been the only way to stop the progress of the disease.

Jynx had left behind her general medical practice to focus her considerable talent on eradicating the Tyaa plague. Three years of her life for what? Why was Roberts lying? Why had Roberts ordered the destruction of the lab? Jynx didn’t hang around to ask. She’d fled Banna before anyone knew she was still alive.

So far she hadn’t hurt a soul. She hadn’t so much as inconvenienced anyone. She’d gone out of her way to slip by unnoticed until she could fully understand what a life on the run in the Fringe entailed.

Determined to escape, she made another circuit of her cell.

“Only way out is with one of these.” Foster jingled a set of six keys on a loop attached to his belt with his right hand. In his left, he carried a tray of food. “Trust me, you have a better chance of teleporting yourself planet-side.”

He tucked the keys deep into his right front pocket and winced. Carefully, he withdrew his swollen index finger.

“I could look at that for you.” She nodded at his finger.

With a seductive scowl, he asked, “You interested in my pants or my shiny keys?”

Ignoring his blatant posture, she said, “Your finger. Even from here I can see you’ve been bitten and that the wound is infected.”

“What’s it to you?” He lowered the tray to the front of her cell, then pushed it under the door. A notch in the durosteel bars made a perfect hole for the passing of the tray along the textured metal floor.

“I am a doctor.” Once he backed away from the front of her cell, she picked up the molded plastic tray and set it on the battered tabletop. Even though the round metal table was bolted to the floor, it wobbled as if someone had worked desperately to pry it loose. Idly, she wondered why. A weapon, perhaps?

“Epidemiologist. One who studies the origin and spread of disease. I know that because I looked it up.”

Surprised, she considered him through the bars. “I’m classified as an epidemiologist when that’s not exactly what I do.” She nodded to the green tray. “Thank you, for the food.” The garishly bright meal looked edible. It smelled a bit odd but not disgustingly so, just different, somewhat pleasing. “Whatever Roberts told you, I trained first as a surgeon, then a general practitioner.”

Settling herself to the bolted-down chair, which also wobbled, she took a bite and closed her eyes. Delicious. After the horrid fare she’d been eating for three weeks, this practically rated five stars.

“I can set broken bones, stitch up wounds and bring a child into the Void. Not that you would be in need of the latter.” She nodded to his finger again. “I can take a look at that fight-bite and possibly help you.”

His startled gaze revealed her guess correct; he’d been injured in some kind of physical altercation. She’d certainly seen enough of those types of wounds during her residency in the seedier part of Banna.

Recovering his take-charge attitude, he lowered his voice to a mildly curious yet boldly flirtatious edge. “And in exchange?”

“I want to take a shower and wash my clothes.”

A lusty smirk darted across his face. “I’d like nothing better than to toss you into the shower. Making your dress disappear for a few hours also sounds like nothing short of fun.” He stretched, displaying the muscles from his neck to his knees, but mostly ensuring she noticed the bulge in his tight pants. “Problem is, you’re in there, and I’m out here.” He shrugged his massive shoulders, settling himself into a solid, immovable block. “That’s the way things are gonna stay.”

Ignoring his sexual tone and provocative display, she kept her manner civil. “That’s fine. I noticed the cell at the other end has a shower. Mine doesn’t. Put me in that cell, and I’ll gladly look at your finger.”

He considered her request for a long time. He looked at her, the cell at the far end, and back at her. She knew he ran it through his mind again and again, looking for an edge.

“Mr. Nash, you know I do not have a weapon.” Using her most practiced doctor tone, she pointed out the obvious facts. “You are transporting me to a brutal death. Even were I to somehow elude you, I couldn’t fly your ship. As you so aptly put it, I’m dead in the Void. I’d like my last week to be as pleasant as possible. I’m not demanding silk sheets and a handmaid, only that you move me to a cell with a shower.”

He left without a word.

Disappointed but not surprised, she continued to eat, savoring each bite of her meal. For all she knew, it could be her last. She didn’t think Roberts would care if her jailer fed her or not. After she finished every last morsel and ran her finger around the edges of the five compartments, she washed her fork and tray in the small bathroom sink, then slid them under her cell door.

“A criminal would have tried to keep the fork.”

Startled, she glanced around. A smooth black lump on the ceiling in the center of the hallway between the six cells had to be the com unit. Lifting her face, she addressed the com as if Foster stood in front of her.

“I considered it. However, your finger is infected, not your brain. You would know if I didn’t return the fork.” She turned away, washing her face and hands in the sink. “I sincerely doubt I could free myself with a fork. You could perhaps turn it into a deadly weapon. I could not. The only use for a fork I know of is to eat with it.” She paused. “Oh, yes, and to use it to subdue a particularly tight knot.”

With a seductive beat, he said, “I could watch you if you took a shower.”

The bass of his voice made the entire ship throb, causing vibrations to run up her body and stroke the sensitive spots with a curious heat. The thought of him watching her was not as unappealing as it should have been.

Dismissing the notion, she finished washing up. “Your reputation is such I would expect you to watch.” Drying herself with a small cloth, she turned and faced the com. “I find, given the current scope of my life, you watching me bathe is the very least of my concerns. You and your lecherous nature are not my biggest worry. Roberts is. With a few choice words and the gentle twisting of circumstance, my lifetime of good works is forever tarnished. I am hunted for a crime I did not commit.”

“All I care about is my contract.” His low voice boomed, rumbling up her body in pleasurable waves.

“Fine. You don’t believe me or don’t care. I am a hapless pawn, but you are a willing rook, played by a foul hand.” Carefully folding the washcloth so it would drip-dry over the sink edge, she turned her back on the com. “You are a glorified meatbag. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“I am not a meatbag.”

Dark and furious, his voice blasted her ears. Every speaker on his ship echoed his anger at being called a mindless mercenary. She didn’t need to see his face to know she’d touched a nerve.

“I am one of six triple-platinum Runners on the Fringe. Do you know what that means?”

Pushing down her fear, she tidied her cell. “I know who you are. I know every contract you’ve ever signed you’ve delivered on.” Nodding at the com unit between the cells, she made up her bunk. “You will deliver me to Roberts. Of that, I have no doubt. So that means I must worry myself over Roberts, not you.” She shook her head as she carefully sat on her newly made bed. “I’ve hurt none, survived many. I will survive you.”

“You won’t survive Roberts.” His voice held no emotion at all.

“That remains to be seen. The point is, I will survive you. Roberts wants me alive.” Jynx stared up at the com. “Correct?”

He didn’t answer.

Fear began somewhere in the pit of her belly and worked out along her limbs. She shouldn’t have deliberately antagonized him by calling him a meatbag. Not when he had a formidable reputation to live up to. Especially not when he had total control over her.

“Mr. Nash?”

Resounding silence was her only answer.


Chapter Four

Foster crossed his arms as he glared at Jynx over the audvid. True enough, Roberts wanted her alive, but she seemed a little too smug with the information, so let her worry.

She’d removed the colored contacts, and her widened eyes were a startling shade of violet, made more so by the lilac shade of her clinging dress. He’d never seen eyes that color. No wonder she’d covered them up with lenses. Man, woman or child would remember someone with eyes that unique.

“Fine,” she said softly. She didn’t seem to be looking for a way out any longer but for something to do. After a while, she closed her eyes. She smiled, frowned, drew her eyebrows up then down, oblivious to the fact he watched her.

After several long moments, he asked, “What are you doing?”

Rather than startling at his sudden intrusion into her privacy, she answered, “I’m remembering,” as if she’d known he was watching her.

“Remembering what?” Despite his resolve not to get to know her, he had to ask. She didn’t behave like any package he’d ever delivered.

“All the times in my life. The people. Everything I’ve accomplished. Mistakes I’ve made. Things I wish I’d done.”

“Why?”

“What else is there for me to do?”

He watched her for a bit longer, then turned his attention to the console. Not much on the scanners to worry about. Even Berserkers would think twice about attacking him. He and his ship were too dangerous to tangle with. The vicious pirates would attempt to commandeer his ship only if they were in dire straits. No two ways about it, they would lose.

In the twenty years he’d been a Runner, he’d been attacked three times, but not once since he’d acquired and upgraded the Damn You. His ship had a rep almost as bad as his. The sleek, shark-like shape was distinctive.

Foster bought the ship six years ago from Michael “Overlord” Parker. She’d been a slaver ship back then and didn’t have much in the way of electronics, but she was fast. Over the years, Foster added every conceivable gleep to her array. Taking up the Damn You was the first of many deals he’d made with the notorious Michael “Overlord” Parker. One of those arrangements was responsible for his injured finger.

Darting his gaze back to the cell audvid, he found Jynx still sitting quietly on her bunk with her eyes closed. Whatever she thought of made her laugh, wince, then touch the tiny scar over her right eye. What had caused that almost imperceptible flaw in her perfect skin, and why hadn’t she fixed it? Couple hundred credits and thirty minutes and poof! it’d be history.

He couldn’t believe she sat so peacefully. She should be terrified out of her mind. In all his years as a bounty hunter, he’d never had a package behave like she did. Calm. Accepting. Speaking in her cultured voice. Most prisoners rattled the bars, yelled, screamed and tried every trick in the book to escape, but not Jynx Brennan.

He considered her request to be moved to the bigger cell. He saw no edge but that she would be more comfortable. And he could watch her shower. She didn’t seem to care if he did. Or did she think she could sway him with her body?

Before refusing to apprehend women because of the inherent dangers in doing so, he’d handled plenty of beauties who’d tried the same trick, preening and pouting and seductively showing him enticing bits of flesh. All in the hopes of luring him into letting them go. Back then, keeping the little brain in line had been next to impossible, hence his no-female policy. But he was older and wiser now. Did Jynx really think he’d fall for such a pathetic ploy?

“Time to find out.”



“Here’s the deal, Sweets.”

Jynx opened her eyes and turned to find Foster standing at the door of her cell with two sets of cuffs. He wore tight faded jeans, an even tighter green motton T-shirt, battered tennis shoes, and his thick black weapon-riddled leather belt, slung low, outlining his swaggering hips.

“Stand. Press your back against the bars. I’ll cuff your wrists and ankles.” His cold voice frosted her ears while causing a curious heat to coil in her belly. “Once I secure you, I’ll enter your cell, pick you up, then move you to the other cell. You so much as blink funny, and I’ll throw you on the floor, then shoot you. Got it?”

“I’m not going to cause you any trouble.” Jynx stood and backed up to the bars.

He slapped the cuffs to her wrists and ankles, then entered her cell.

As she stood fully bound, he looked at her for a long time.

With her arms behind her back, she inadvertently thrust her breasts out, drawing his gaze to her chest. His intense stare made her acutely aware of her vulnerability. If he tossed her on the bed to have his wicked way with her, she couldn’t do anything to stop him. Even if she weren’t cuffed.

His azure gaze fell to the short chain that bound her ankles. He bit his lip and sighed hard, like he wanted to chew his way through the restraints in order to make his way to the juncture of her thighs.

“Mr. Nash?”

He scowled and shook his head, tossing that seductive fringe of bangs out of his eyes. Without a word, he scooped her up onto his shoulder and carted her down the hall.

She made sure she didn’t move. She didn’t want to do anything he would take as threatening, or inviting, for that matter. After he set her on her feet against the inside bars of the new cage, he looked at her with that odd, probing gaze.

Strange. She didn’t find his attention frightening, only curious. No man had ever looked at her quite like that. Hot and dirty and filled with a thousand erotic punishments. Shame on her that she felt an answering welcome, as if she wanted to throw herself upon his mercy. Whatever he decided to do to her, she would willingly let him.

He broke the spell with a shake of his head. Turning sharply, he exited, clanging the door shut behind him. He walked off without a word and without releasing her.

She thought perhaps he tested her, so she stood with her back pressed to the bars. While she waited, she couldn’t help but think of what he could do to her, even with her arms and legs bound. She’d just gotten to what he could do if he placed her on her knees, her looking up the long, imposing length of his body, when he returned with an armful of items.

He unlocked the door, dumped them on the bed, exited, and clanged the door shut. He uncuffed her wrists and ankles, his fingertips touching her in the most fleeting way, which only exacerbated her lusty thoughts.

Shaking off the tingles from her captivity, she found a towel, soap, shampoo, toothbrush, toothpaste, a packet of laundry soap, a pair of socks and a huge flannel robe. He’d been far more generous than she’d thought he would be. The pile of small luxuries almost brought tears to her eyes.

“Thank you.” She turned toward him.

He stood tall as he dropped his voice. “Now you do something for me.”

“Of course, let me see your—”

“Not that.”

His gaze swept her body.

She took an involuntary step back.

“Take off your shoes.”

Puzzled, she glanced down at her white sandals. They’d been pretty when she’d put them on, but now they were almost gray with dirt, along with her feet. “Why do you want my shoes?”

“Take them off and hand them to me.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

He only glanced at her briefly, then moved to draw his weapon. “You’re making me all kinds of nervous not wanting to hand them over.” His hand rested on the butt of his gun. He could draw the firearm and shoot her long before she could blink.

More confused than afraid, she sat on the bunk and slipped her decimated sandals off her grungy feet. “Here.” She tossed them out of her cell.

He picked them up and inspected them critically.

Did he think she could somehow craft them into a weapon? Honestly, the man thought her some kind of master criminal. The only thing she knew to do with her sandals was to wear them. On her feet. Right where they belonged.

Seemingly satisfied about her shoes, he riveted his gaze on her once again. “One last thing. I need your bra.”

She uttered a nervous laugh. “Your pectoral muscles are large and well defined but not really big enough to need the constraints of my—”

“Take your bra off and hand it over.” He lowered his hand to the cell keys. “Or I’ll come in there and get it myself.”

“You’re serious.” She stood from the bunk and stepped back, crossing her arms over her chest.

“When I tell you to do something, you do it.”

Fumbling at the zipper down her back, she pulled the tab down to her waist, unhooked her bra and slipped the straps off, yanking her bra out the armhole. Once she’d zipped up and settled her dress into place, she stepped to the door of her cell. “This is absurd. What horrible crime could I commit with a lacy white bra?”

He plucked the bundle from her hand without a word. She noticed his gaze was riveted on her chest. When she looked down, she rolled her eyes. Her nipples showed clearly through the thin lilac fabric. As her nipples tightened, his eyes widened.

“Seeking cheap thrills, Mr. Nash?”

He drew his gaze to her eyes and bit his lower lip. “I wouldn’t say cheap.” He rolled the word around his mouth, tasting the tone of it like a rich candy. “A lady like you isn’t cheap. I’m not looking for a thrill, either.”

He plucked a knife from his belt, cut two small slashes in her bra, removed the flexible plastic underwires, then tossed the bundle of white lace into her cell. “I won’t complain if you choose not to wear it.”

“Are you finished?” She plucked her bra off the floor. Realizing she couldn’t put the garment back on the same way she’d taken it off, she tossed the scrap of white lace to the bunk, and crossed her arms protectively over her still-pointed breasts. “I’d like to take a shower and wash my clothes.”

“Go ahead.” He leaned casually against the bars.

She stood nonplussed for a moment. “You’re going to stand right there and watch me?” Somehow, she thought if he did watch, he would do so clandestinely via the com.

“Sure,” he said, grinning as he nodded, his leer turning his handsome face sinister.

“Like an IWOG boy glued to the Tasher on a lonely Friday night?” She couldn’t believe a legendary Fringe player could be so juvenile. Refusing to be intimidated, she met his gaze, hoping against hope he would back off first.

“Nothing else to do at the moment.” He flipped his bangs out of his eyes and hitched his thumb to the belt loop above his gun. “Go ahead, Sweets. Take a shower.”

Dismissing him by giving him her back, she asked, “You don’t see me, do you?” She placed the shampoo and soap in the shower. “You see a blonde woman with large breasts, and you can’t wait to see me take off this filthy dress and shower. How pathetic.” Hands on hips, she glared at him through the bars. “You don’t have to see me as even human if you reduce me to a sexual object.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “You said you didn’t care. You said, given my reputation, you would expect me to watch.” He glanced to the com unit above him, then back to her. “Here or the bridge, I’ll see the same show.”

His arrogance and the cocky thrust of his pelvis enraged her. “You think I’m putting on a show for you?”

“Aren’t you?” He flashed her a smile that oozed with innuendo. “I’d hate to disappoint you.”

“This isn’t about you.”

He uttered a derisive snort and continued to watch her beyond the bars.

“I would have sold my soul for a shower. I want this luxury. If my payment is to let you ogle me, then I’m willing to pay that price. However, the deal I offered you was that if you moved me to this cell, I would medically address your injured finger. I offered nothing else. Implied or otherwise.”

“So, you’d be bothered if I watched?”

“You are missing the point entirely.”

“Nope. Saw both points real clear.” He dropped his attention to her thrusting nipples. “Still can.” Lifting his gaze to drill directly into her eyes, he smiled. “Looks to me like I’m not the only one getting a thrill.”

“A purely biomechanical response. I removed my bra, which stimulated my nipples. The only thing you have to do with it is that you ordered me to remove my bra.” Thankfully, he hadn’t looked too closely at her bra, or she’d have a lot of explaining to do.

He narrowed his eyes. “You think?”

“I’m not an imbecile.” As she approached the cell door, she crossed her arms more tightly over her breasts, inadvertently pushing them up, creating a distracting cleavage that he couldn’t help but consider. “You have barely managed to keep your gaze off my chest since I arrived.”

“I only wanted your bra for these.” He held up the two bits of plastic that formed the rigid cups of her brassiere. “You’d be surprised what women have managed to do with them in the past.”

“No doubt I’d be floored. But again, the only thing I know to do with my bra is to wear it on my chest where it belongs. I’m certain that somehow, with my shoes and those bits of plastic, you could take over the Fringe. I, however, couldn’t escape this cell. Even if I kept the fork.”

He tilted his head to the side. “You try to come across as such a clueless babe in the woods, but I’m just not buying it.” When he shook his head, his hair flopped into his eyes, and he whisked the sandy blond fringe away with a flick of his head. “You think if you flash me a bit of the good stuff, I’ll fall all over myself for a taste, right?”

Again, she was disappointed but not surprised. She shook her head. “I’m attempting to honor the Fringe tradition of barter. You give me a cell with a shower, and I give you medical advice. My understanding is that, as a fully trained doctor, I automatically have a certain reputation.”

“For evil,” he said without emotion.

Another surge of frustration filled her. “You honestly believe what Roberts told you.”

He shrugged, pulling his tight shirt even tighter against straining muscles. “The IWOG trains doctors to hurt.”

“Not my training. I’m not a neurochemist with ties to IWOG marketing. I’m not a social engineer with the IWOG military. I trained as a surgeon, then a general practitioner. I do not hurt people, I heal them. Do you know who Hippocrates is?”

“I know what a hypocrite is,” he said with mocking coldness as he hitched his thumbs into the front pockets of his jeans, dropping his fingers down to outline his already prominent bulge.

“Hippocrates is the father of medicine. He said, ‘first do no harm.’ I took that oath because I believe in those words. I’ve never intentionally hurt another person.”

He laughed.

Somehow, even after everything she’d suffered, his mocking cut her more deeply than all the lies, the pain and the unwarranted shame.

Several deep breaths failed to calm her, but very quietly, and with as much dignity as she could manage, she said, “I don’t care how bad things are, or what Roberts says about me, I’m not going to change who I am.” She pointed to his finger. “Do you want me to look at that or not?”

He flashed her a boyish, biting grin filled with surface lust and empty desire. “Take a shower first.”

Lifting her chin, locking her gaze on his, issuing a challenge she knew she would lose, she unzipped the back of her dress.


Chapter Five

Foster moved from the cell room to the infirmary. He pulled the first-aid kit off the sickbay wall and removed anything sharp. He tossed in a few other items he thought Jynx might need. Dawdling, he made sure he gave her plenty of time to shower and dress. His gaze settled on the nearest audvid. Right about a foot from his face. With the flick of a switch, he could watch her. If he wanted.

Desire came with a niggling guilt.

At first, he thought she wanted him to watch. He thought she did so in a misguided attempt to seduce him. Nope. She wanted to take a shower. Period. Jynx didn’t care if he observed or not. When she’d drilled those wicked eyes of hers into his, he’d backed off in a stumbling burst of embarrassment that almost tripped him over his own big feet.

Thing was, he wanted to see her voluptuous body glistening with water, her sexy legs with soap bubbles tumbling down, her hands cupping her heavy breasts.

He grunted and adjusted his belt, forcing his erection to the right of his now way-too-tight jeans.

He did have a fascination for her breasts, just as she accused. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why. Hers weren’t the biggest he’d ever seen, nor the most perfectly shaped. Displayed through clinging lilac motton, punctuated with dark straining nipples, her totally unaware and completely unable to do anything to stop her body’s reaction. Yeah, that, and something about them just being…hers.

Rolling his eyes, he moaned. “I don’t even know her!”

Then why did he feel like he did?

Frustrated, he opened the white plastic box with the red cross and shifted through the contents again. He realized he just wanted to know her in all the ways a man could know a woman.

Hormones.

That’s all this was. Stupid, juvenile hormones. To combat his cravings, all he had to do was spend a few hours on the Tasher with some porn. That would set his body to rights. Hell, it wasn’t like he’d never tamed the snake before. Living alone, out in space, he’d become more than intimate with his right hand. There was no shame in that. Better that action than buying some poor woman who probably didn’t want to be bought. Forcing Jynx to his needs caused a surge of lust that he quickly and emphatically denied. He was not that kind of man. Then why was the vision of her bound so enticing? Although, to be fair, in his version, Jynx was bound of her own free will…

Tossing his hair out of his eyes with a flick of his head, he decided the best course of action was not to let his little brain lead the way. He’d have her examine his finger, then stay the hell away from her.

“Sounds like a smart plan.”

Mentally patting himself on the back, he returned to the cells. Jynx stood at the sink, washing her dress while she wore one of his old flannel robes. Tartan plaid in rows of black, red and yellow skimmed down her body. Short on him, the robe fell to her calves. Her sleek and strong calves that could wrap around his hips with fearsome strength. Again, he shook his head, hoping desperately to fling her from his mind. When the water finally ran clear, she wrung out the excess and hung the lilac dress up on the showerhead with her bra and panties.

White lace panties.

Almost a thong.

A low growl came from his chest.

Jynx spun around.

Thin flannel swirled around her gorgeous legs as faded jeans tightened below his belt.

Focus, Foster. Keep the big brain in charge.

“I brought the first-aid kit so you can look at my finger.” He slid the kit under the notch in the door. Bending over hurt, and he stood up fast, backing away.

He hoped she didn’t notice the rapid swelling in the front of his jeans. He could just imagine having her address that problem for him. Yes, Doctor, every time I get near you, my pants seem to swell. Simultaneously, I lose my ability to think. Whatever could be causing this problem, Doctor?

Jynx flipped open the white-and-red cover. Impatient hands sorted through the mishmash of items.

“What are you looking for?”

“Gloves.” She shook her head. “Never mind. Force of habit. Let me see—” When she reached out to him, he flinched back.

Jynx recoiled, thrusting her hands up to protect herself. With a deep breath, she recovered and shot him a don’t-be-ridiculous frown. “I’m going to have to touch you.”

Feeling somewhat abashed, he said, “Force of habit.” He stepped forward and put his right hand out to her.

Her soothing touch felt wonderful until she probed too closely to the bite mark. Forgetting all about the swelling in his jeans, he let out a startled yelp.

“I’m sorry.” She stroked his forearm with her fingertips in a calming motion. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. Please, I need you to hold still.”

He felt her warm breath against his tender skin. He smelled the sharp tang of toothpaste and wafts of strawberry shampoo that came from her gently shaking head as she inspected his hand.

“How long have you had this?” She tilted her face up toward him.

My fascination for you or the injury?

For a moment, he feared he’d said the words aloud. He swallowed hard, determined to get a grip on himself, but he lost his hold as soon as he gazed into her otherworldly eyes.

“How many days?” Jynx peered up at him with clinical detachment, wearing a serious-doctor face.

“I delivered my last package two weeks ago, I guess, give or take a day or two.” His last package. Scary Mary. She of the deadly knee, foul mouth and chomping teeth. Transporting her to Michael “Overlord” Parker had been the most recent of their many dealings.

“And you just ignored it?” Jynx uttered a frustrated sigh, admonishing him with her tone and reprimanding glare.

“I washed it off,” he defended. “Stupid bite didn’t hurt until recently.” Christ, to his own ears he sounded like a first-class moron.

“It’s badly infected. Tell me if this hurts.” When she tried to lift his index finger, he yelped and yanked his hand back.

“Well, that answers that.”

“What? That you’re a sadist?”

A wounded frown darkened her face. “No. Your tendon is infected.” Jynx turned back to the med kit and pushed the supplies around. “I need a lance.”

“A what?”

“Something sharp, pointed. I need to drain your wound.”

“No way.”

“Fine.” Jynx sat on the bunk and placed her hands placidly in her lap. “I hope you enjoy your new nickname. Let me know when you’re ready for surgery.”

Her swift change in demeanor gave him pause. “What are you talking about?”

Calmly, as if she were discussing nothing more important than the weather, she said, “If I don’t drain the wound, the infection will spread. Eventually, if you leave it long enough, I’ll end up amputating your finger. Afterwards, you’d have a new nickname. Nine-Fingered Nash. Not as flashy as Never-Fail Nash, but certainly more interesting.”

He glared down at his swollen finger. “It’s not that bad.”

“Yet. It will be. Soon. Your choice is a little pain now or a lot later on with a long recovery.” Jynx considered his hand critically. “That is your trigger finger, isn’t it?”

“So?”

“Can you fire a weapon with your left hand?”

“No.” Anger pushed him to demand, “Can you?”

“Not with either hand.” Jynx laughed. “If you gave me a gun, I would probably drop it on the floor and shoot myself. My point is, if you lose your right index finger, you will have to fire your weapon with your left hand.”

He considered how long it would take to relearn everything left handed. Polishing the pole would be ever more complicated, not to mention apprehending criminals, eating, bathing—crud—even brushing his teeth would be awkward.

“Seems a foolish choice to me, but since the choice is entirely up to you, there isn’t a whole lot I can do about it.” Infuriatingly, she sat on the bunk with her hands delicately clasped, as if this were nothing but a tea party and they were casually discussing which sandwiches were best.

“I thought you said you never intentionally hurt anyone?” He injected his tone with venom.

“I don’t want to hurt you.” Jynx peered up at him, her lovely eyes careworn. “But helping you is going to hurt. Had you gone to a doctor weeks ago, like any sane person would have, you wouldn’t be in the position you are now.” Turning her gaze to the floor, she considered her sock-clad feet. “I’m not responsible for your past medical decisions.”

“Here, you can use my knife to poke a hole—”

Jynx shot to her feet. “Don’t do that!” She reached through the bars and knocked his knife to the floor. “You’ll only introduce more bacteria.”

It suddenly dawned on him he’d been about to hand her a knife. Had he lost his mind? Why not just hand the woman a gun and be done with it? But she hadn’t tried to take the blade from him. Horrified, she’d smacked it to the floor, well out of her reach, not to mention his.

He frowned as he retrieved the knife and placed it back on his belt. She seemed fully focused on healing his finger. Maybe what he saw right in front of him was the truth. She wasn’t trying to break free. She wasn’t trying to seduce him, or play him, or take advantage in some way. Jynx, despite her horrible reputation, seemed to honestly want to help him. It made him extremely suspicious and instantly hostile.

“You’re very good. Nice ploy with the knife. I like the scare tactics too. Most original. Then again, I’ve never had a doctor onboard, so that might be why no one has ever tried it before.”

Beautiful violet eyes went round as her shocked mouth. “I—you—” She drew a deep breath, straightening. “You are free to proceed however you’d like.” Jynx tightened the belt of the borrowed robe. “If you want to jam your knife in there, go ahead. You’ll only make it worse. If you want to ignore your injury, go ahead. That will only make it worse. I cannot make you take my advice.” She took another deep breath. “For the last time, as a doctor, bound as I am by my oath, I am telling you that if you don’t have a qualified medical person address your injury, you will lose your finger.”

Violet eyes, glittering with anger, looked to his hand one last time and then away, as if she were washing her hands of the entire affair.

Foster didn’t know what to say.

Jynx efficiently packed everything back into the first-aid kit, then closed the lid with a sharp snap. “Roberts wants me alive. Yes?” She looked up for confirmation. Having found it, she dropped the kit on the floor at her feet. “Which means, logically, you won’t kill me.”

“Unless you give me a reason.”

“I will not give you a reason.” With a hard shove, she sent the med kit under the cell door. “The choice is entirely up to you whether I walk away from you when you have ten fingers or nine.”





“It’s not my fault I’m clumsy. I’ve never treated someone with my hands cuffed.” Jynx leaned over to lance the wound again.

“I told you this was the only way,” Foster said.

“To soothe your paranoia. It’s fine. Just hold still.”

After another hour of argument, she’d finally convinced him to let her treat his finger in the infirmary, but only if she agreed to be chained to the counter. He sat on the countertop while she ministered awkwardly to his injury.

He winced away again.

She sighed and stood. “I told you if you’d let me give you a local, this wouldn’t hurt at all.”

“We’re not doing that argument again.”

Convinced she wanted to incapacitate him with drugs and take over his ship, Foster wouldn’t even let her swab his wound with a common disinfectant. She admitted she wouldn’t know the first thing about flying a spaceship. He still didn’t trust her, and he demanded she work on his finger without drugs.

“Then you have to hold still.” She leaned back over his hand. “Bite a bullet if you have to, but you must not flinch.”

“Are you calling me a wimp?” When he flexed his gigantic body, six-and-a-half feet of bulging muscle rippled from his neck to his feet.

“If I am, will you sit still?” Jynx lowered her attention to his hand. She lanced, cleaned and bandaged his wound with minimal fussing. In a way, she found his apprehension rather amusing. Fearsome Foster Nash terrified of a woman half his size. Admiring her work, she snapped off her gloves. “All done. I’d give you a lollipop, but I don’t have any at the moment.”

“That’s it?”

“Except for the antibiotics.”

“I told you, no drugs.”

“And I told you the wound will only reinfect.” She sighed. “I told you I would set the high velocity injector so you could double-check the dose before you inject yourself.”

“You could still overdose me.”

“No, I couldn’t. There is a set formula based on height and weight. You can pull up your med unit and check the dose yourself.”

He did. Three times. Still, he hesitated to press the gun to his arm.

“It won’t hurt,” she assured him.

“I swear, if this kills me, I’m going to haunt you for the rest of your life.”

Jynx lifted her chain-bound wrists. “If you succeed in your mission, how long do you think the rest of my life will be?”

He lowered the injector. “That’s right, isn’t it? So why help me?”

“Because I’m a doctor.” She leaned against the counter. “Just because I’m going to die doesn’t mean you have to join me. Even if you’re the reason I’m going to die.” To her own ears, she sounded insane for willingly helping the man responsible for her own demise. “It’s not about you and me so much as it’s about an oath I took.”

“Hippocrates.”

“Yes.”

He checked the gun, the dose, then winced as he shot the antibiotic into his upper right arm. After putting the injector away, he unshackled her and tossed her over his shoulder.

As he carried her back to the cell room, she thought of how normal being carted around over his shoulder like a caveman’s bride was beginning to feel. Bouncing against him, not minding the press of his muscular body, she enjoyed the view of his jean-clad gluteus maximus.

He may have ignored his finger, but he still spent a considerable amount of time keeping the rest of his physique in tiptop shape.

Jynx named each muscle she could feel or see. Why not? She didn’t have anything else to do at the moment. A lifetime in hospitals with everyone clad uniformly made his unique attire interesting to look at. Clinging motton outlined every muscle. She’d never seen any man, such a perfect specimen of a man, so blatantly displayed. Especially by that low-slung belt.

She could understand his confusion. If he believed Roberts, he thought her responsible for the death of an entire planet of people along with further casualties. Why would such a monster as she care if he lived or died, or if he lost his finger or not?

Jynx had never questioned why she cared so much about healing people. Even though Foster would deliver her to certain death, she still felt the call of the doctor in her. If Roberts were hurt and in need of aid, Jynx would render it to the best of her ability. Even knowing Roberts would turn around and kill her, she’d still be compelled to help.

Poor Foster and Roberts. The world they lived in didn’t account for altruism. What’s the game, the edge, the advantage? Forced to see everyone as a player, they were blind to genuine compassion. Such a worldview must be awful.

“You don’t trust anyone, do you?” Jynx asked softly.

“No.” Foster deposited her in her cell and removed her restraints. “Trust is for suckers.”

Clanging the door sharply shut, he left without thanking her.


Chapter Six

The cell lights blazed, ripping Jynx right out of a pleasant escapist dream that involved Mr. Nash without his tight jeans.

Blinking, she saw him slide breakfast under the notch in her cell door. She uttered a disappointed sigh when she noticed he was fully dressed. Wrapping the borrowed flannel robe tightly around her, she climbed out of bed.

After hastily combing her hair with her fingers, she scooped up the tray. “Thank you.”

He only looked at her with a speculative gaze, as if she were a curious experiment that was going horribly wrong. When he gave her his back without a word for the third meal in a row, she decided enough was enough.

“It’s customary for you to at least say you’re welcome, even if you don’t actually mean the words.” She bent and yanked the meal into her hands. When she dropped the tray on the table, the plastic clattered against the metal, echoing in the mostly empty cell room. “For the life of me, Mr. Nash, I don’t understand why you insist on acting like such an ass. Just pretend to have some semblance of manners. By doing so, you’ll make life so much more pleasant for both of us.”

Silently, Foster turned to face her with his brows lowered ominously. After the longest time, where she almost filled the looming silence with inane chatter, he snarled, “What is it with you?”

Pulling back from him, no longer angry but afraid, she sat down. “I don’t know what you mean.” She placed her napkin in her lap and proceeded to eat her breakfast. She hoped he didn’t notice her shaking hands. Her small display of anger paled next to his. As much as he frightened her, he intrigued her. She found her interest in him disturbing. Never in her life had she been attracted to a man like him. Not once in her wildest dreams could she envision lusting after a man who was more physical than cerebral. What made matters worse was he was her jailer.

“Please and thank you and you’re welcome, like this is some kind of garden party.” His azure eyes blazed. “I’m not going to let you go.”

Dabbing her napkin to her lips, thankful for the bars between them, she softly pointed out, “I didn’t ask you to.”

He flexed his whole body in a seductive ripple.

Turning her gaze away, she took a bite and chewed slowly. Despite her best intentions, her gaze slowly yet inexorably returned to him.

Primed muscles pressed to worn jeans and a hunter green T-shirt. He’d capped off his outfit with tennis shoes and a thick black belt that dangled all those weapons around his hips. Deadly, dangerous, determined. Foster Nash practically screamed, “Do not touch.”

After making sure she had a good long look at him, he turned casually aside and murmured, “So, you’ve just calmly accepted your fate.”

“Yes.” She shrugged and took another bite. Fighting with him wouldn’t help. Jynx saw no reason not to be civil. Besides, she enjoyed looking at him. No matter what angle, Mr. Nash was nothing but pleasant to look at.

Nodding his head, Foster allowed a sly grin to spread slowly across his face. He bit it off with his upper teeth. “You just give up.” His tone mocked, but at least he didn’t sound angry. Not anymore. Now he sounded condescending, which was worse.

“Why do you find that so difficult to comprehend?” She hadn’t given up; she’d just accepted that she could not escape him. Therefore, she saw no reason to waste her time and energy trying.

“Because it isn’t normal.” He checked one of the gizmos on his belt. The device uttered a beep, flashed a green light and went inert.

“Define normal.” For a moment, she thought he would ignore her request.

After considering her for a moment, he returned his attention to something on his belt. “Yelling, screaming, rattling the bars, flinging expletives, fighting with me at every turn, throwing the food back in my face. That’s normal.” He seemed furious that she did not behave in such a manner.

“And where would that get me?” Jynx toyed with her fork, trying not to stare at the prominent bulge in his jeans. She found it almost impossible not to, since he kept fiddling with his equipment.

“Nowhere.”

“Precisely. Rude, obnoxious behavior wouldn’t improve my situation. It would only serve to exhaust me further, and…” Sudden insight compelled her to finish, “Oh, yes. I see.”

“What?”

“It would make you feel better, wouldn’t it?” She dabbed her napkin to her mouth.

“What do I care?” He cocked his hip out and slipped his thumb into the loop above his gun.

“If I acted like a vicious, psychotic lunatic, you could rest assured that you were doing the Void a favor by eliminating me. If I don’t act that way, it makes your job more difficult.” She took a bite and swallowed without tasting. “Are you beginning to have doubts, Mr. Nash?”

He straightened and fingered his gun. “Again, Sweets, I’m a ruthless bastard. All I care about is my contract.”

Demurely lowering her gaze, she stole a final glance at his tightly packed jeans before returning her attention to her breakfast. “But it would be so much easier for you if I fit into normal criminal parameters, wouldn’t it?” She took another bite even though she was no longer hungry.

Eating strictly to give her body sustenance and her hands something to do while she conversed with him, Jynx tried to forget how his skin had felt strong but vulnerable below her hands. How his eyes had flashed fear and distrust in equal measures with lust and longing. Mr. Nash was very, very good at pretending to be a soulless monster, but down deep, he was nothing of the sort. What saddened her was that she already knew her ability to appeal to him was lost before it started. He would not relent. And she did not expect him to. That was what made everything so touchy between them.

“I think you do.” He winked and flashed her that biting grin. “Thing is, you’re a smart criminal. You talk real soft and cultured, fix my finger, all in an effort to make me think you’re not a hardened criminal.” He flipped his hair out of his eyes. “I gotta say, it’s a novel approach.”

She folded her napkin and placed it on the table. “If you would be so kind, Mr. Nash, I would appreciate it if you would address me as either Ms. Brennan or Jynx.”

His brows lowered. “You’re unbelievable.” The playful seductive edge disappeared as anger took its place.

“Why? Because I want to be treated with a modicum of civility? I’m not asking you to—”

“You are in no position to demand anything.” His voice rose as his body tightened.

“I’m not demanding. I’m asking.” She kept her voice calm, hoping to soothe his fury. “If it helps you to feel better about your goal to demean me by calling me false endearments, please continue.”

After shaking his head, he peered at her with such a collision of emotions, she couldn’t identify a single one. “I’m not buying it, Sweets.” He said the nickname with a deliberately nasty edge. “I’m just not. You can sit there and talk like butter wouldn’t melt in your lovely mouth, but I know what you really are.”

“And what am I?” She couldn’t wait to hear his answer.

“A dangerous criminal.”

Jynx laughed. Not hard and rude, or crazy loud, but just softly to herself.

“Are you laughing at me?”

She could practically smell testosterone oozing from him. “No. I’m laughing because I have never considered myself as either dangerous or a criminal. However, this situation really isn’t funny, because you honestly believe I am when I have done nothing to provoke such condemnation.” For a moment, she thought she’d talked over his head.

“Gods-all-mighty, it’s like you swallowed a dictionary, no, that other thing, a thesaurus.”

“Pardon me?”

“See, right there.” He rolled his eyes. “Most people would say, ‘what’ but not you, Ms. Cultured IWOG lady. You say, ‘pardon me’ like we’re attending a soiree and I’ve just made a faux pas.”

Impressed, surprised, she countered, “You don’t object to what I say but how I say it?”

“I’m not objecting to anything!” He lifted his hands to the ceiling.

“Why are you yelling at me?” Baffled, she tried to understand why he was so agitated. “I’m trying to get along with you. Honestly, I’m not trying to antagonize you.” That was the last thing she wanted to do. She wanted to get along with him at all costs. She needed him. He would only help her if she could convince him to.

Hissing out a grunt of frustration, he turned on his heel. His tennis shoes made a sharp squeak on the metal floor as he marched to the door.

“How does your finger feel, Mr. Nash?” The doctor in her wanted to know, but the woman in her didn’t want him to leave. For the first time in her life, she had nothing to do but sit and think. Maddening, because she never sat still. If she had to endure a week of confinement, she at least wanted someone to talk to. Even if he was her jailer. Even if he was willingly taking her ever closer to her brutal death. Even if he was built like every erotic dream she’d never acknowledged and seemed to be far more intelligent than she’d thought.

He spun around. “Pardon me?”

The way he said it made her realize he was ex-IWOG consumer. He matched her tone exactly and took on that garden-party face.

“Your finger seems to be better, but I’d like to inspect it to make sure.” She stood and adjusted her robe.

“Oh, would you.” Striding up to her cage, he thrust his right hand into her cell like he dared her to try and hurt him.

Overwhelmed by his size and hostility, she carefully inspected his finger. “This might hurt.” She lifted his index finger. When he didn’t flinch, she smiled. “Much better.”

“Now that you’re satisfied”—he yanked his hand back and nodded to her tray—“finish eating. I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”

Dismissing her, he marched to the cell room door, punched at the wall com, exited and kicked the door closed behind him.

Jynx peered up at the com unit between her cell and the five others. The chunk of molded black plastic didn’t whir or hiss or give any indication it was active. Until Foster spoke. His booming voice had startled her at first. It was like IWOG leaders commandeering every com unit on Banna. His powerful voice shook her in places she didn’t want to think about. She suspected that he hadn’t been watching her. A bit but not lately. Not since she’d tended to his finger.

Why did he tell her twenty minutes? Would she have twenty minutes to complete her morning ablutions in privacy, or did he mean that he would be carefully observing her for the next twenty minutes? She didn’t know. He could be playing her in a hundred ways, and she’d never see it coming.

Relying on her own sense of fair play, she answered him honestly, no matter what he asked her. It seemed to infuriate him. She didn’t answer the way he expected, so he discounted her.

She finished her breakfast, showered, put on her white lace bra and panties, then her clinging lilac dress, all the while wondering if he watched.



Precisely twenty minutes later, Foster returned. It’d been hell keeping himself occupied and his hand away from hitting the audvid for twenty minutes. He managed only by telling himself it was the right thing to do. Actually, he tried desperately to keep his big head in charge.

He well remembered being a lonely IWOG boy on a dateless Friday night. He knew all about those special channels on the Tasher and how to access them without anyone finding out, especially his parents. Forty years old and just the thought of watching her in the shower made his jeans swell. To actually do it…

Jynx, wearing her clingy lilac dress, sat on her bunk with her hands in her lap. Underneath, he could see tantalizing hints of her lacy white bra and thong panties. Her feet, clad in a pair of his socks, swung back and forth. As soon as he entered, her otherworldly eyes followed his every move as her honey-wet hair clung to her head and hung in moist wisps around her shoulders. Now that the mascara was washed away from the roots, her strands gleamed from root to tip.

“What do you do all day?” she asked.

“What do you care?” He scooped up the tray and flipped the fork to his back pocket. He knew he should leave, but he didn’t, mainly because he liked talking to her. Even if she had a way of pissing him off to high heaven, he still felt something compelling him to be near her.

“I’m just curious.” She shrugged and swung her feet back and forth. “Actually, I’m bored, and I wonder how you cope with being out here all alone for the most part.”

“There’s plenty for me to do.” He could write a big, thick novel on how a man could entertain himself. If he called himself an expert on anything, self-entertainment would top the list. Wicked self-entertainment staring at Jynx had pretty much filled his mind since the moment he’d laid eyes on her. Beautiful, blonde, busty, and so fine he wanted to possess every inch of her.

Jynx was a lovely IWOG lady who personified the girls he’d lusted after as an impressionable IWOG boy. She was every masturbatory fantasy brought to life. Older and wiser and a grown woman in all respects, but still, she embodied what he considered female perfection. She was also his prisoner and fully at his mercy. He tried not to think about the bonus in his contract.

“Is there anything I can do?” she asked.

Her soft voice compelled a hundred naughty thoughts to spring instantly to mind. “You can just sit tight, basking in the glow of accepting your fate.”

She frowned and looked down at the floor. “What is it about me that you hate so much?”

“I don’t hate—” He cut himself off from revealing too much. “You’re really good at this, aren’t you?”

“What have I done now?” She sounded totally bewildered.

“You have to be one of the slickest players I’ve ever met.”

“I don’t understand.”

“This isn’t going to work. I’m not buying your innocent act. I don’t hate you, but I’m not about to trust you either. Fixing my finger was real smooth, but it isn’t going to get you anything.” Why did she have to look so earnest? All at once, he thought of a beautiful bird locked in a cage, slowly dying from confinement. He felt guilty and ashamed for being the one who’d locked her up.

“I haven’t asked for anything but this cell with a shower, and by the way, you’re welcome.”

“What?”

“I’m sure you just forgot to thank me for ministering to your injury.” Her voice echoed slightly in the empty cell room but still ran over his ears like warm honey.

“Oh, yes. And just how would you like me to show my gratitude?” Here it comes, he thought to himself. Sure enough she’d want something for helping him. She’d want something big.

“I’d like you to say thank you.”

“That’s all?” Not a chance in the Void that was all she wanted for helping him.

“Yes.”

He pursed his lips as he considered her. “Fine.” He pitched his voice nasty and low, hitched his thumbs into his jeans, and drawled, “Thanks, Sweets.”

“You’re welcome.”

To his shock, she seemed satisfied. No way was that all she wanted. “Are we done now?”

“Yes. Unless you’d like to bellow at me some more.”

“I haven’t been—” He realized he had been bellowing at her. He took out his frustration on her when it wasn’t her fault that he’d locked himself into a contract he couldn’t get out of. Roberts played on his greed, and it pissed him off that he hadn’t seen it.

Ever respectful, Jynx peered up at him with a mixture of fear and curiosity as she waited for him to finish his thought.

“If you were at home right now, what would you be doing?” he asked, knowing that he probably shouldn’t.

“I would probably be in the lab.”

“Doing what?”

“Refining the delivery system for the Tyaa—”

“You admit you had a hand in—”

“The Tyaa plague inoculation!” She shot to her feet with her fists clenched. She took a deep breath, deliberately relaxed her hands and lowered her voice. “I didn’t create it, Mr. Nash, regardless of what lies Roberts has filled your head with.” Her voice cracked with emotion. “I helped find the cure, then developed a way to inoculate entire planets. If you are looking for someone to blame for creating the plague in the first place, you best take a long, hard look at your employer.”

“Roberts isn’t a doctor.” He shouldn’t even be discussing the matter, as it didn’t matter, but her compelling earnestness made him linger.

Her brows lifted pointedly. “Roberts headed up the IWOG Research and Development branch ten years ago, when the Tyaa plague suddenly arose.”

“So?” He tried to sound bored, but a ripple of unease filled him.

“Roberts oversaw the development of biological weapons. The IWOG military released the plague on planet Tyaa without having a cure, because Roberts lied and said they had it, but it turned out they didn’t. Of course, by the time they realized the error, it was too late to take it back. They opened Pandora’s box.” She grimaced as if she were somehow responsible. “I only wanted to right the wrong.”

“Why? What the hell do you get out of it?”

“I didn’t have much of a choice.” She cast him a helpless glance. He saw no resentment. He saw only that insufferably calm acceptance. “They drafted me into service. Once the truth became clear, that my own people, through avarice, would not only create but distribute something so horrific…” She shrugged helplessly. “I just wanted to stop what they started.”

He must be going insane, because he believed her. Actually, he believed more that Roberts could be that vicious. Rotten Roberts didn’t get such a nickname from playing a nasty game of poker.

“You give me one good reason why Roberts is blaming you for all of this.” He shouldn’t have asked. No matter what she said, it wouldn’t change what he had to do.

Jynx laughed softly. “Because I’m the perfect patsy. There are very few people outside the medical community who know me, since I never had much a social life. You know how simple it is for the IWOG to distort, destroy or manipulate bonafides. Who would ever believe me?”

“Why should I?” He kept his tone light and indifferent when he felt anything but.

She lifted herself up and looked right into his eyes. “Why would I lie to you, Mr. Nash? I know even if you changed your mind about me, you will still honor your contract with Roberts.”

He saw in her eyes that she knew he had no choice but to deliver her. Her acquiescence irritated him beyond what he thought was reasonable.

“True enough. So what’s the point?” His cutting voice actually made her drop her gaze to the floor, making him feel like the worst kind of bully.

“I want someone to believe me that I didn’t do these horrible things. I just want one person to know that I—” She bit her lip, fighting back tears. After taking a warbling breath, she lifted her gaze. “I am going to die for something I didn’t do. I would like at least one human being besides myself to know that I am innocent.” Violet eyes with a film of tears looked up from her impossibly beautiful face. “I guess I want to convince you because you are the only person here.”

He turned away before she could see any hint of compassion on his face.


Chapter Seven

Foster left without a word.

Jynx gritted her teeth and held her tears at bay. She’d cried more in the last month than she had in her entire life. Tears wouldn’t help soothe the hurt of losing everyone close to her. Not a soul worried about her when she worried frantically about the whole of humanity. Because of Roberts, everyone in the Void utterly despised her.

Roberts had nonstop media coverage plaster her face everywhere, branding her a terrorist. Convincing Foster Nash of her innocence was nothing more than a way to make herself feel better, since it wouldn’t change a thing.

“Live or die, even with a thousand lifetimes, I can never overcome my reputation.” Desperate to find something to occupy her mind, she looked about her cell. What could she do?

Entertaining herself seemed impossible, but she had to find something to think about other than her own death, her brief night of passion with Brandt, or convincing the intriguing Mr. Nash that she really wasn’t the insane lunatic that Roberts insisted she was.

Jynx sat immobile on her bunk as she looked to the door Foster had exited through. When he’d walked away, she watched his butt with the same fascination he seemed to have for her breasts. Indulging herself, acknowledging her interest as far more than cursory, she couldn’t help but immediately think of his blue eyes. Never-Fail Nash had eyes as open, trusting and compelling as a child’s. He seemed to know it and resent it. The rest of his face tried to make up for the compassion in his gaze with lowered, ominous brows and a tight little frown. To most the disguise would be effective, but not to her. She didn’t have to slip into his mind and look out through his eyes. She could see everything clearly by looking in.

Never-Fail Nash didn’t like that he had a base nature of compassion. He liked it even less that she could see his gentleness and had the ability to speak directly to it.

He accused her of playing him when he knew in his own heart she wasn’t. She had no reason to lie, and he had every reason to doubt her, but he didn’t. Ruthless, brutal, vicious—the legendary Never-Fail Nash hid a marshmallow heart behind a thick coat of bulging muscles and naked hostility.

Trust is for suckers, he’d said, yet he trusted her. She knew the truth with a glance. She didn’t envy him the conflict he felt. He trusted her, but he had to deliver her to Roberts. If her reputation could never be saved, his reputation would perish in flames if he helped her. The legend of Never-Fail Nash rested squarely on her shoulders.

“I’d have to kill him to get away.”

Foster would pursue her until she died or he did. She could never kill anyone to save herself. Not even Roberts. Since she couldn’t kill Mr. Nash, she accepted the fact that he wouldn’t kill her either. Roberts would kill her. Personally. There wouldn’t be torture or confinement or a lengthy trial. Roberts wanted her alive to kill her. Probably live on the Tasher with trillions of IWOG consumers watching, every channel riveted to the drama.

“A very bloody and public execution.” Just the thought of it made her shiver. She touched the side of her bra. She had a way of denying that sick pleasure to Roberts, and she would when the time came. She pulled her hand away and cast a guilty look at the com unit. Hopefully, he’d not seen that telling gesture.

The entire scheme fell apart if there was any doubt about her death. Roberts would likely shoot for her heart so her face would still be presentable for the media. No doubt Roberts would plaster even more pictures of her dead body around, proof the evil menace had been destroyed. Roberts gets the credit, moves up in rank, and all it cost was one clueless IWOG doctor. Who the hell would ever believe her that it was all a vast conspiracy?

Work and sleep had taken up most of her time in the last three years. Welcome to the IWOG Military. Check your personal life at the door. They’d drafted her into service with a twenty-four-hour warning. Sadly, that was all it took for her to wrap up her life. She said good-bye to everyone in the hospital, and they wished her well with a hurried indifference.

“And now they are all dead too.” A freak accident with the heating system wiped out everyone in the hospital. But the more she thought about the timing of that accident—two weeks after the lab explosions—she doubted it was any kind of accident at all.

She didn’t want to think about the past anymore, because she couldn’t do anything to change what had happened. Her total lack of control over everything in the future also frustrated her. At the moment, she didn’t even control her own air. Foster could shut it off, and she’d be dead in an hour or so. Roberts wouldn’t like that, but at least Roberts would still have a corpse to show off. Technical digital trickery could bring her corpse back to life so Roberts could shoot her down. All of it well documented for the media.

“I don’t want to think of this anymore.”

Casting her mind back to when she was a child, she looked at the contents of her cell with a different eye. Picturing herself as an eight-year-old, she decided to make a fort.

Pulling the mattress off the bunk, she used the bendy foam to fashion a wall between the bed frame and the table, then covered the whole thing with the blanket. Twirling her flannel robe around her shoulders like a cape, she crawled into her fort.





Foster recoiled from the image on the holoplas. He hadn’t believed Duster. After tapping up every media channel it didn’t take long for the truth to sink in.

“You’re sure it’s—”

“It’s Jynx Brennan. If you have her, you’re a target for every bounty hunter out there.” Duster popped a crackleseed between his teeth.

Foster fought down his shock. Bouncing his gaze from the live audvid with Duster to the news channels, he swallowed hard. “Not just IWOG but—”

“Every media channel on the Tasher.” Duster popped another seed. “Jynx Brennan is, at the moment, the most despised human being in the universe.” Duster shot him that narrow-eyed wink. “What are you going to do with her?”

Composing himself, Foster shrugged. “What can I do?”

“You’re going to deliver her when I’ve told you what Roberts is saying is total crap?” There were touches of shock and disgust around Duster’s grim-set mouth.

“Truth isn’t the issue,” Foster defended.

“Reputation.”

Foster nodded and barely refrained from wincing.

“You’re a better man than I.”

“What would you do?”

“Dunno. If it were my rep on the line…I still don’t know.” Duster sat back with a sigh. “All I know for a fact is that I’m real glad I’m not you. How the hell did Roberts ever con you into this?”

“You know me. I don’t pay much attention to the media. I had no idea Roberts had done this to Jynx—me.” Thankfully Duster didn’t notice his very telling slip.

“I’ll bet Roberts offered a pretty sweet contract.”

“All told about 10Mil.”

Duster whistled. “That’s half what they want for Michael’s head. That should have tipped you off right there.”

“Dur-hey. But I didn’t think about it long term. I thought of that quick Mil in ten days.” He’d been suckered in by the flash of swift and easy credits.

“What’s she really like?” Duster leaned closer. “I mean, besides the obvious that she’s a looker and a half.”

“She’s…nice. Says please and thank you and you’re welcome.” Foster continued to tap up data as he popped his bubblegum.

“Why do you sound so pissed off about it?” Duster asked with a surprised chuckle.

“Because it’s driving me insane. Sounds contradictory, but I wish she was a loudmouth psycho. It’d make my job a lot easier.” He couldn’t help but remember Jynx pointing that out to him.

Duster laughed. “You want her to act like Mary? Kneeing you in the nuts and biting your finger?”

“Maybe not that bad, but it would certainly make me feel a hell of a lot better.” Foster whisked his hair out of his eyes.

“You know, you could always back out.”

Foster shook his head, dumping his bangs right back into his field of vision. “Not unless I’m dead. My whole reputation is hanging on this woman. If I back out, I’m dead in the Void. Who the hell would hire me? Even you would think twice about trusting me again. I’d go from being a triple-platinum Runner to—”

“A nobody,” Duster finished.

“Right. Twenty years of building my rep over in one fell swoop.” Foster didn’t mention his precarious financial situation. “I’ve got no choice.”

“What if Roberts died somehow?” Duster offered it knowing that his boss could probably make it happen.

“Nope.” Foster had actually considered that angle. “There’s a contingency in the contract.” He fought the urge to slap himself. “Like usual, I locked everything down.”

“Just as Roberts knew you would.” Duster popped another seed.

“Reputation is a double-edged blade.”

“And it seems to be stuck firmly in your back by your own hand. What is that ancient saying? Hoist by your own petard?”

“You know, Duster, you’re not helping.”

“If you find a way I can, let me know.”

Foster signed off and turned his attention back to the media channels. Everywhere he looked, he found Jynx Brennan. Roberts branded her solely responsible for the creation of the Tyaa plague and the destruction of the lab on Banna. If anyone gave half a second of thought to the matter, they would realize that one woman simply could not be responsible for something so vast. But the hysterical reports were geared to swing people emotionally, not engage their critical mind. Foster doubted anyone gave the matter much thought except to despise Jynx.

Hell, when Roberts told Foster she was wanted for just having had a hand in creating the Tyaa plague, Foster believed the accusation and instantly hated her. It didn’t surprise him at all that the Void at large loathed her for what Roberts now claimed she’d done.

One thing he found curious—Roberts had not let it be known that Jynx was in custody. As far as the media was concerned, she was still at large with a paltry half a Mil bounty on her head.

Did Roberts fear that he might back out?

Puzzling it over, he activated the audvid to the cells to check on a woman worth more than he’d ever made on one contract. She was a package who could put him back on top of his game or drag him into the gutter.

“What the—” He shot to his feet, spitting out his gum.





Jynx heard the cell room door open, but before she could peek out of her fort, Foster entered her cell, yanked the roof off, hauled her to her feet by gripping her shoulders and then pinned her to her cell bars.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

It all happened so fast, shock rendered her speechless. She simply froze and gaped at him.

“I asked you a question!”

“Noth—nothing.”

Foster shoved her against the bars and cuffed her hands to them. Pulling back, he made a quick circuit of her entire body, probing lightly, professionally.

Furious and clearly confused, he demanded, “Why were you hiding?”

“I wasn’t hiding.” She didn’t struggle. She had no idea why he was so angry.

“Then what the hell were you doing?” He clenched his hands to fists and practically spat the words at her.

“Playing,” she said softly.

“Playing?” His eyebrows rose.

“Fort. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.”

Looking at the crumbled remains, he shook his head and bellowed, “You are in mortal danger, and you decide to act like a child and play fort?” He literally hissed at her through clenched teeth. His face twisted into an ugly mask.

“What would you have done?” She tried to get her pounding heart to slow. “Honestly, Mr. Nash, I’m bored out of my mind.” Despite her fear at his over-the-top anger, she felt her grip on reality must be slipping, because she smelled bubblegum on him. Just as she had in that ratty motel room. Why would a man his age chew bubblegum?

Sweeping her with a probing gaze, he settled on the robe knotted about her neck. “What’s this supposed to be?”

“My cape.” Her whole body trembled with a curious mixture of fear and anticipation.

“Pardon me?” He mocked her with that cultured IWOG consumer voice. Most definitely, he’d been chewing bubblegum.

“A superhero has to have a cape.”

He untied the sleeves from around her neck. The soft flannel slid down her back and tangled up against her arms, the cuffs, and the cell bars. His hand lingered at the base of her throat. His gaze dipped to his hand.

“You have the softest skin.” He sounded surprised and pleased by his discovery.

“Thank you.” Hopefully her bra hid the straining thrust of her breasts. “You have a gentle touch.”

“You don’t mind?” His gaze still fastened on his hand at her neck, almost as if he didn’t keep his gaze on his hand, it might wander off of its own accord.

“No.” She swallowed. She didn’t mind his touching her at all. His massive calloused hand was surprisingly gentle.

“Don’t you find it even a little demeaning?” His gaze now focused on hers.

“Demeaning?” Her heart pounded with a new intensity. As soon as he looked away from his hand, his fingers began to trace lightly along her neck. Probing and curious and insistent, his touch was the most erotic she’d ever known.

“To be chained while I take advantage of you.” The soft tone of his voice contrasted with the raw intensity of his gaze.

“Is that what you’re doing?” Her voice warbled as her legs trembled. She gripped the bars behind her for support, but she felt no fear now, only a burning desire.

“I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.” He lowered his head to rub his cheek against hers.

Sharp stubble rasped against her neck, and she caught a faint whiff of aftershave. Spicy and male. Below that, she found the scent of his body, the way it resonated long after his morning shower.

All of her lovers had been tightly shaved, sparkling clean, slathered in a plethora of products that rendered them utterly devoid of any human scent. Not Foster Nash. He not only looked like a man and felt like a man, but he smelled like a man.

With her morning shower long past, her body not slathered in scent, he would discover that same human tang teasing his nose and mouth. Did he find her scent as pleasing as she found his?

“Whatever you’re doing, I find it intensely erotic. I’d like it very much if you kissed me.” She didn’t even recognize the husky voice as her own, and she had no idea where the plaintive plea had come from.

He drew back, lowered his brows and glared at her for a long time as he kept his hand still against her neck. He had to feel the pounding of her pulse just as she could feel the strained tempo of his breathing. Tight, fast, shaky pants that matched hers, except his smelled of bubblegum.

“You want me to kiss you?” Somehow, the very idea upset him, and his eyes narrowed.

“Yes.” Why would the thought of kissing her repulse him? Did she smell or look that bad?

“Why do you want me to kiss you?” He studied her with a curious concentration, like a scientist debating whether or not to continue with his experiment.

“Because I would like to taste the bubblegum I can smell on your breath.”

A low groan rumbled up from deep in his chest as he lowered his mouth to her neck. “This isn’t going to work.” Rubbing his chin against her flesh, teasing her with the stubble of his beard, he pressed his hands to her shoulders, more to steady himself than to hold her still.

“You don’t know how to kiss?”

Pulling back, he rubbed her bottom lip with his thumb. He stroked her mouth like he wanted to drop his hand and make the same friction between her thighs.

“How many men have kissed you?”

It didn’t take her long to find the answer. “Four.”

“Four? In your whole life?” Lifted brows conveyed his disbelief.

“Yes. How many have kissed you?”

“Men?” He chuckled. “None. Women? A hell of a lot more than four.”

“Then you are probably more skilled at kissing than I am.”

Lowering his head, he almost pressed his lips to hers, but he pulled back at the last moment, wincing as if she’d burned him. “You are very clever.” Shaking his head as if to rid himself of desire, he picked up the mattress and flung it to the bed frame. “It stays there. Don’t take it off again, or I’ll take it away.” He threw the pillow and blanket on top of her bed, then exited the cell.

Grabbing her hands from behind, he uncuffed her and said, “No more playing fort. Just sit there.”

Crossing her arms over her pounding heart and swelling breasts, she rubbed her shoulders, hugging herself. He changed moods so fast, she felt dizzy trying to keep up.

“Why are you upset with me now, Mr. Nash?”

“That’s another thing”—he whirled around to face her—“stop calling me that.”

She’d been trying to be respectful. “What do you want me to call you?”

“Don’t call me anything. Don’t talk to me. Stop trying to seduce me, or compel me, or whatever game it is you think you’re running. Just knock it off!”

One look into his eyes told her all she needed to know about his rapidly changing moods.

“It’s becoming more difficult, isn’t it?” She smoothed her dress back into place. “Even more so now that you know the truth.”

“What truth?” he asked, then quickly looked away.

“That Roberts lied about me.”

Foster strode up to the cage, and she fought down her instinct to back away. Standing her ground for everything she was worth, she lifted her chin and thanked God there were thick bars between them.

His eyes blazed laser blue bright. “How the hell do you know that I found out—damn it!” He whirled away. “Doesn’t matter if you knew it or not, I just confirmed it for you!”

“I knew by looking into your eyes.”

“Are you—” He faced her and shook his head. “You’re a reader, aren’t you? That’s why you’re so good at jerking me around.”

“I’m not the one who has been jerking you around. Roberts has been doing that, not me, so stop yelling at me for what another person is doing to you.”

“I’m not—damn it!” Foster jerked back. “Yes, I am! I’m yelling at you again!” Gripping his face in both hands, he shook his head, and then abruptly ceased. He dropped his hands to his sides and peered at her with that strange, oddly detached gaze. “Does Roberts know?”

“Know what?”

“About your ability.”

“I told you, I’m not a reader.”

“You’re a lot more than simply intuitive. Tell me the truth. What’s your skill and does Roberts know that you have it?”

It was vitally important to him. She didn’t know why, but she told him the truth anyway. “I can project.”

“What’s that?” His mouth made a grim slash across his face.

“I can put my consciousness into another. I can look out through their eyes.”

“Can you read minds?” He took a wary step back but grimaced and stopped.

“No,” she said, trying to reassure him. “When I’m in someone’s mind, they can feel me in there. It’s intensely uncomfortable; it feels like your head will burst. The only thoughts I can read are those right on the surface. Unless the mind has left the body. In that case, if someone is injured, I can enter their mind and feel their body.” She struggled to describe to him what she could do with her ability. “I can feel what’s wrong with them and then heal them. Not with my mind, but with my hands.” She lifted them. “But I would never project into a conscious patient. It would hurt them.”

Foster considered, frowning darkly.

“You don’t have to rack your brain trying to remember if I’ve been in there.” She smiled and pointed to his index finger. “Judging by your low tolerance for pain, you would find projecting intensely, unforgettably painful.”

He flashed an embarrassed grimace to the textured floor and suspiciously asked, “How do you know what it feels like to have someone project?”

“I can feel what it’s doing to the other person. At the lab, I worked with a man who could also project. Brandt did it to me once, and I instantly jumped to his mind. It didn’t hurt that way. In fact it was strangely…” Erotic. She pulled herself back from her soft reverie with a gentle shake of her head. “The point is, I know what it feels like to do it to a conscious person. I’ve done it once. To the IWOG officer who killed Brandt.”

“And maybe you’re just saying it would hurt like hell when in reality you could do it and I wouldn’t notice at all.” His mouth twisted into a suspicious snarl.

“Do you want me to show you?”

With pursed lips, he considered for a long time. “It hurts?”

“Yes.”

“Can I kick you out once you’re in there?”

“I imagine if you focus your mind on it, you could. What you don’t seem to understand is that it hurts me to do it unless the mind is absent from the body.” She didn’t know why she was telling him all of this, but when she decided it probably wouldn’t make any difference, she ceased to care why.

“How do I know you won’t just get in my head, take over my body and make me do all kinds of insane things?”

She laughed at such an idea until she considered that she would make him do sexy things, not crazy things. The thought of commanding his body to her every whim made her shiver.

“I’m not trying to talk you into this. It hurts. I don’t want to do it to you. You want me to prove my ability but then think that by proving it, I can commandeer your body.” She laughed, hoping to cover her annoyance. “I’m telling you I have this skill. I’m willing to prove it to you if you insist. If I had the power to take over your body, don’t you think I would have done so by now? Perhaps back in the motel room?”

Tension eased from his shoulders.

“If I could really force people to do my bidding, I would have long ago taken care of Roberts. I wouldn’t have to play superhero with a fort because I’d be one.”

“Does Roberts know that you can project?” He didn’t seem entirely convinced, but some of the suspicion drained from his face.

“Yes. I saw the IWOG officer who destroyed the lab and killed Brandt. I went from Brandt’s mind to his, and that man most assuredly knew I was in there. I’m certain he reported the incidence to Roberts.” She picked up her robe and tossed it on the bed. “That is the only time I’ve ever invaded another sentient body. It hurt, but I wanted to see what he was doing. I wanted to know why. Not a nice thing to do, and in a way I’m sorry I hurt him, but I had to know.”

She went still as a terrifying thought crossed her mind.

“What?” He took a half step back.

“My ability may be one of the reasons Roberts wants me alive. To study me. If the IWOG has no problem experimenting with biological weapons, I can easily infer that they would also have an entire contingent dedicated to turning people with unique psi abilities into weapons.” Just the idea of it filled her so full of fear she had to refrain from touching the side of her bra to make sure she could deny Roberts that sick pleasure too.

“They do.” Foster nodded gravely, avoiding her gaze as shame darted across his face. “I know for a fact they do.”

“How?” she asked, even though she probably didn’t want to know.

“I’m ex-IWOG consumer. I grew up on Banna and did my time in the military just like every other man.”

“Is that where you learned how to be a Runner?”

He nodded. “My unit hunted readers. Most of them turned out to be bogus, but there were a few who were authentic.”

“Didn’t it bother you knowing what would happen to those poor people?” Had she been wrong about his compassionate heart?

He lowered his head with a guilty frown. “I didn’t think about that. Code. Duty. That’s what I thought about. You’ve been in the IWOG military. You know what I’m talking about.”

She understood and commiserated. Every free space of wall in the lab had a poster with either code or duty emblazoned on it, as those were the watchwords. She thought the red and blue posters garishly cartoonish, but she didn’t understand how well they worked until she noticed the blind subservience of her fellow workers. She’d been there three years; they’d been there forever. Except for Brandt. He’d been the only one willing to bend the rules a bit. His indulgence had led to the breakthrough.

Looking up at Foster, she swallowed the despair in her heart. “I guess your new watchword is reputation.”


Chapter Eight

Foster gave a slow nod as suspicion filled him. “Let me guess, you understand?” His voice, pitched to a mocking tone, grated against his own ears. He sounded like a smirking jerk as he mimicked her cultured IWOG tone, but he couldn’t stop himself from pushing her. “You understand and accept your fate because you understand and accept my reasons.”

Jynx opened her mouth to respond, but he cut her off before she could.

“No, wait.” He lifted his hand. “You not only understand, but you forgive me too, right?” He lowered his gaze so they came eye to eye with the bars between them.

“I’m not a spiritualist.” She met his gaze with a ferocity that almost moved him back. “If you’re seeking absolution for your sins, you best look elsewhere.”

Her pointed dismissal hurt more than he would ever admit, but he forced himself to smile. “And of course, you’re blameless.”

“Of what?” She stepped closer to the bars, settling herself into readiness to meet his challenge.

“You’ve never done anything you regret? You’ve never hurt anyone?” He knew he should leave the cell room now, but he couldn’t walk away until he’d resolved his confusion.

“There are many things I regret. At the moment, I have more regrets about things I haven’t done rather than those I have. And I never said I’ve never hurt anyone. I said I never intentionally hurt anyone. Technically, people have died at my hands, but only because my hands weren’t skilled enough to save them.” Looking down at her tiny hands, she pressed her lips tightly together. “When I connected my mind to their body, I realized the futility of my hands. I couldn’t save them. No matter what I did.”

He wanted to pull her into his arms and comfort her, but then he remembered all he’d seen on the media and resisted the urge.

As if she’d read his mind, she said, “I’m well aware Roberts has put vid clips of me harvesting organs out of patients. I look like a woman possessed of a demon. Extracting still-living organs is not a pretty sight. What you don’t see, and what the media fails to mention, is that those patients are brain dead. Did you know, before this, those vids were used to train other doctors on how to transplant organs?”

He didn’t know.

“What you don’t see is the rest of the room, where up to ten people wait to receive one of those organs. You don’t see that part. Only the part where I look like a bloody monster, ripping apart a glistening and clearly alive human body.”

He’d felt sickened by the gruesome clips, but now they made sense. He really had to stop believing everything Roberts put out there about Jynx. Time after time, the information turned out to be utterly bogus.

Almost a hundred faces flashed in his mind, all those he had intentionally killed, by duty or self-preservation. Not for sport, like some Runners did. He didn’t enjoy killing and went out of his way to avoid it. But when he’d been young and just starting out, he’d had no choice but to kill or be killed. His survival instinct ran too deep.

“Would you kill someone to save yourself?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

“No,” she answered automatically.

“No. Just like that? You don’t even have to think about it?” He found her quick answers unsettling.

“No, I don’t. I know I wouldn’t, because if I did, I wouldn’t be me anymore.”

“Hippocrates.”

“Yes.”

“Reputation.”

Jynx nodded. “Yes.”

“We seem to have something in common.”

She flashed him an understanding nod filled with grim acknowledgment. “We are both slaves to our reputation. The difference is, at the moment, my reputation isn’t hurting me. It’s despicable and horrific, but it isn’t my fault. I’ve been true to myself, my inner reputation. I’ve hurt one man in my entire life and that was Roberts’s lackey. That’s where your problem is, Mr. Nash. Between your inner and outer reputation. That’s what hurts.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I’m not hurting over you.” Crap, he sounded like a defensive prick.

Again, she gave him that subtle nod of understanding. “You don’t want to deliver me, but you will, because you have to. Roberts locked you into it. You have no choice. You are going to do your job and that’s that.” Her voice held no menace or malice, only that infuriating acceptance.

“There’s always a choice.”

“I suppose. You either take me to Roberts or not. You’ve chosen to take me to planet Juno. That decision pretty much dictates the rest of your choices, doesn’t it?”

“And you seem to think I’m all atwitter over it.” He laughed coldly. “What makes you think I give a shit about you?” He winced inwardly when she flinched at his vulgarity.

“I don’t think, I know. I can see it in your eyes. Glare at me from under your lowered brows all you’d like. To put it in your vernacular, I’m not buying it. You’re trying to play indifferent when you’re not. You do care.”

Anger surged. “I don’t give a flying fuck at a rolling doughnut about you!”

Jynx jumped to her feet. “Yes, you do! And that’s why you’re always bellowing at me!” Her hand shot to her mouth as her eyes went wide. She took a deep breath, sat down on the edge of her bunk and composed herself. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.”

“Holy-moly, you really are, aren’t you?” She’d probably raised her voice only a handful of times in her life. “You’re unbelievable.”

Her eyes caught his with a wide, confused gaze. She opened her mouth to defend herself, but he cut her off.

“I yell and scream at you for days on end, but you do it to me once and apologize.”

“I’m not playing you.”

“I didn’t say you—damn, woman!” When he realized that he was bellowing at her again, he took a deep breath. “I know you’re not playing me. That’s what’s pissing me off. I wish you were playing me, because then I’d know what to do.” Why was he standing here telling her the truth? Maybe because she seemed to be able to see it anyway.

“What do you want to do, Mr. Nash?”

“I want to go back in time and never have met you.” The truth came right from his gut. He wanted that so badly, he wished he could make it real just by saying it. Wish in one hand and crap in the other; see which one piled up faster. He had an uncomfortable feeling about what he slogged through right now.

She looked stung by his nasty tone. “Since you don’t have that option, what would be your next choice?”

“Believe me, I’d like to let you go, then tell Roberts to piss off and die.” Again, straight from his gut. He didn’t have to hand her a knife or a gun since he seemed more than willing to hand his heart over.

“You don’t have that option either.”

“Couldn’t you at least try and talk me into it? Harp on me just a bit?” He knew it wouldn’t make a difference, but he still wanted her to plead with him just the same.

“Not even to make you feel better.” She settled herself on her bunk. “Please don’t look at me like I’m insane. I’m not. If I were you, I think I would do exactly what you’re doing.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” He knew a healer like her wouldn’t even contemplate her decision. She would morally know what to do, and she would do it without a second thought.

“I think I would. I’d want to keep my word, protect my reputation. Out here, on the Fringe”—she lifted her hand as if to encompass the enormity of space—“reputation is one’s most valuable possession. Mine is irrevocably slandered.” She dropped her hand into her lap. “No amount of good works can overcome Roberts’s nasty smear campaign. Live or die, I will always be a hated woman. Even if you freed me, someone else would only capture and deliver me. You see, it’s not so horrible that it is you who does. It has to be somebody. I’m thankful for the fact that it’s somebody who won’t hurt me while I’m in his care.”

He thought of the bonus Roberts offered with those sly words: You’ll want to do her when you see her. He glanced at Jynx, then away before she somehow read the truth.

“You think I’m some kind of nice guy.” With a flip of his chin, he whisked his hair out of his eyes but kept his attention on the far wall. “Tell you what, I wanted to take you up against the bars of your cell just a few moments ago.”

“I wanted that too.”

Her bold admission drew his gaze to her.

“Why does that surprise you, Mr. Nash?”

“Because you shouldn’t.” He didn’t want to go any further into this conversation. Mainly because he wasn’t sure he could handle hearing what she had to say.

“Why? Because you found it degrading?” She tilted her head, exposing the vulnerable curve of her neck, almost like an invitation for him to pick up where he left off.

“You should,” he said pointedly, trying not to think of how close he’d come to lowering his lips to kiss and bite at her silken skin.

“Yet I don’t.” She looked so impossibly beautiful in that lilac dress with his big white socks on her feet.

“I could chain you up and do anything I wanted to you.” He deliberately raked his gaze over her, as if he gave the idea serious consideration. “You don’t find that degrading?”

“I find that oddly compelling. And you wouldn’t have to chain me up.” Demurely, she lowered her gaze. “Unless you wanted to.”

Swallowing hard, he wished at the moment he wore anything but tight jeans. That damn swelling became painful. He wished something on the ship would beep or whine so he could leave without another word. No such luck.

“So, in addition to accepting your fate, you’re also giving me free rein with your body?” He had no idea where the question had come from other than directly from the little brain.

“Yes.”

Her response was quick and automatic, sending another surge of desire through him. He wanted to go to his workout room and drive himself to exhaustion with exercise. If he didn’t, he feared he would wrench open her cage and take her hard and fast against the bars. All he had to do was yank up her skirt and push her thong panties aside.

“Don’t even have to think about it, just—”

“Yes.”

When she stood and strode to the bars, his lip twitched. When she wrapped her slender hands around two widely spaced rods of solid durosteel and looked right into his eyes, he growled. She was beyond alluring without even trying.

“There are many things I regret not doing. I don’t want you to be one of them.”

He fought the urge to let his jaw drop to the floor in shock. She’d stunned him. He’d never known any woman to be so sexually assertive.

“I still won’t set you free,” he said coldly.

“I know,” she said, her voice warm with acceptance.

He shook his spinning head. “Let me get this straight.” He used his fingers to tick off each point. “With your permission, I keep my rep, earn a pretty penny, and get to exercise the very depth of my physical needs upon your body?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not unbelievable; you’re insane.”



“I’m honest.” Jynx peered at Foster as he stood beyond the confines of her cage. “I enjoyed your touch. I liked the feel of your new beard against my skin and the smell of your aftershave and the deeper scent of your body. Even the bubblegum on your breath aroused me. You have a beautiful body, Mr. Nash. Physically, I find you extremely attractive. I can tell that the feeling is mutual.” She nodded to his painfully obvious erection. “Just as you can’t fake emotional distance, you probably can’t fake a physical interest either.”

“So we’ve got the hots for each other.” He shrugged, deliberately downplaying the sparks he’d been flashing since he entered the cell room. “Big deal.”

“Then why are you reluctant to indulge yourself?” She lifted her chin in challenge, a bit shocked at herself. What had the Fringe done to her? She’d never said such unashamed come-ons to any man in her life. Perhaps her bold behavior was prompted by the fact she had so little of her life left to live.

“I thought you only kissed four guys?” he mocked, raking his gaze over her body with laser blue concentration.

“Only four.” She struggled to keep some kind of perspective. Her honesty stunned him and it started to frighten her. She should be lying her head off and doing anything she could to escape, but she simply couldn’t.

“You’re acting like you’ve done a fleet.”

“I’m not acting.”

His eyes went wide with mock terror. “You’ve done a fleet?”

She laughed. “I’m telling you that I’m interested in you. Just because I’m willingly tossing my favors at you doesn’t mean I’ve tossed them around lightly to other men.” Her one-night stand with Brandt came to mind. “Well, one other time I’ve cast my favors rather lightly, but I certainly haven’t done a fleet.”

“Four men.” Foster held up four fingers.

“Not all at the same time.”

He wiggled his fingers. “You’ve made love to every man you’ve ever kissed?”

She considered his question for a moment. “I had sex with them, but I didn’t love all of them.”

“There’s a difference?” His question revealed more about him than he realized.

“A very clear and distinct difference. Brandt was a coworker, and I enjoyed his companionship very much, but I didn’t love him.”

“Yet you had sex with him.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted to. He wanted to. Mutual delirium. We were rather drunk and full of ourselves, having just solved the perplexing riddle of how to deliver Tyaa plague vaccine to the entire Void in a month.”

“A month?” Foster’s eyes went wide. No mocking surprise this time.

“I had a hunch, and I checked it out with Brandt’s help. Turned out I was right. We filed a hasty report and celebrated ourselves stupid.” All the joy left her then. “Within hours, the entire lab and everyone connected to it but me was destroyed.”

Foster grimaced but didn’t interrupt.

“Anyway, I cared for Brandt, and I slept with him, but I didn’t love him.” With a frown, she considered. “I might have come to love him, if my life could have gone on the way it was, but it didn’t, and I no longer have that choice to make.” She reeled her gushing mouth in. “I’m sorry, I’m babbling. It’s just, I’ve been in this cell for four days and nights, and I’m bored, lonely, and—”

“Randy as hell,” he finished for her softly, his gaze making a pointed sweep of her body.

“Yes.” She realized she had practically snarled the word at him. “I’m sick to death of thinking about my life when I have no control over it. Thinking about you has become an extremely pleasurable diversion. I’m randy as hell, as you say, because you are in my head constantly. Looking at you, standing there beyond my grasp, knowing you are beyond my grasp, is akin to waving a chocolate cake under a diabetic’s nose. It’s mean to flaunt something at me I can’t have. It’s—”

“Teasing.” He lowered his head and pursed his lips with a cool seduction.

“Precisely.”

“Something to be said for an educated IWOG lady.”

His low voice rumbled up her body, and it took her a second to catch her breath. “And what’s that?”

“You’re smart.” He looked into her eyes. “I find smart extremely sexy.”

Lifting her chin, she smiled knowingly. “It probably doesn’t hurt that I’m blonde.”

“Doesn’t matter.” He approached the bars. “You could be bald. I don’t think I’d care. I’d probably find it sexy on you. Then again, there’s nothing I’d rather do than run my fingers through your hair, cup your head, then ravish every inch of your face and neck with my mouth.”

Intrigued, she pressed closer to the bars and offered out her wrists. “You can chain me up if you want.”

With a grunt, he considered her supplicating stance. “I can pin you to the floor if I want.”

Heaven help her, that’s exactly what she wanted him to do. With her voice barely above a whisper, she said, “You could pin me to the floor, the bars, or my bunk.” He thought he could get her to back down, but every time he upped the ante, she matched him. “Or you could just take my hands in yours.”

Grasping her small hands, slipping his huge fingers between hers, he barely tightened his grip as he surged forward. When he pressed against the bars, she felt the teasing hint of his erection against her belly.

He groaned and closed his eyes. “The bars are like a chastity belt.”

She laughed and lifted her head. “You could take it off.”

“I think you’re safer behind bars, Jynx.”

Arching her neck back and her face closer, she whispered, “I like the sound of my name on your lips, Mr. Nash. I’d love to hear you whisper it in my ear.”

It took a moment, but he realized he hadn’t called her anything but Sweets until now. Lowering his mouth to the hollow of her neck, he stroked his rough new beard along her sensitive, willing flesh. “Keep calling me Mr. Nash, Sweets. I like that.”

He seemed determined to keep some kind of emotional distance between them, and she thought that wise.

“Of course, Mr. Nash.” She rolled her head back until she could look into his eyes. “I wouldn’t want to displease you.”

“You are getting very close to critical mass. You best consider the ramifications of playing this game with me.” There was no mistaking the warning in his words or his gaze.

“I’m not playing you. I want you.”

“I’m not letting you go,” he reminded.

“I know.”

“There’s no reason for you to do this.”

“Other than I want to.”

“Why?” Suddenly he gripped her hands tight. “Why would you do this? Why would you allow me such”—he searched desperately for the right word—“liberties?”

“Liberties?” She chuckled softly. “You make it sound like a horrific sacrifice on my part.” She clasped his fingers more firmly with hers. “You are behaving as if you are a despicable wretch that I’m only indulging out of pity. That simply isn’t the case at all.”

“You don’t love me.”

What he said so shocked her, she let go of his hands and stood utterly speechless.


Chapter Nine

Yanking his hands back from the bars, Foster didn’t say a word as he strode from the cell room. He went straight to the bridge and turned the music up to a deafening degree. Stabbing his finger at the main console, he checked everything twice.

“Stupid ship. Where are you when I need you?”

For the first time, he fully appreciated his ship’s name. Damn You seemed to sum up everything in one breath.

Damn Roberts, damn Jynx, and damn himself.

“Damn it!”

Sifting through the litter on the floor, he found the printed contract. Flipping rapidly, he didn’t find what he wanted. Turning down the music, he popped a fresh wad of bubblegum into his mouth as he went through the contract line by line. He felt a glimmer of hope and popped rapidly at his gum.

“No way.”

Carefully noting each line again, he didn’t trust his eyes and looked the contract over three times. Still not satisfied, he pulled up the ecopy. “No way did I leave that out.”

A red light flashed on the main console. Request for live audvid. He checked the source. Planet Windmere. Had to be Duster. Relieved to have something to focus on other than what he’d said to Jynx in the cell room, he opened the link with, “How’s the Bandit of Taiga?”

“I’m fine.”

He fought down an urge to cover his balls. Scary Mary. Calling him on an unscrambled live audvid from Windmere. He locked her signal from cross feeding.

Her plain face with the haunted velvet-brown eyes peered up from the holoplas. “Come near me again, and I’ll rip your balls off and stuff them up your nose with the finger I bite off.”

The holoplas went black with a faint whizzle.

Tapping at the boards, he couldn’t reestablish the link.

A million questions surged in his mind. Within moments, the live audvid request again flashed red. He traced it back to Windmere. Mary again? Trying to tap his ship? He verified a complete lockdown three times before he opened the channel.

“What took you so long?” Duster’s furious face leaned close to the camera. “I’ve got a job for you.”

Relived that Duster still drew breath, Foster nonetheless held back his hand like an expert poker player. “What job?”

“Find Mary.”

“You mean that crazy chick who scares the crap out of you?” Foster gave Duster a wry smile.

“She scared the crap out of you too,” Duster said pointedly.

“Scary Mary got away, did she?” Foster asked as if it were news to him. No way was he going to admit the woman in question just called and threatened him. If Duster didn’t know, Foster certainly wasn’t going to enlighten him, not when she’d broken Windmere security. Doing so pretty much confirmed Foster’s estimation that Mary was one scary and dangerous lady to mess with.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Duster sighed like he’d been running a marathon. “I’m sitting here not believing it myself.”

“You want me to go get her and bring her back to you?” Foster couldn’t understand why. “I thought you wouldn’t feel safe with her in the same quadrant?”

“I want you to find her and give her whatever amount of money she wants on the condition she stays the hell away from Windmere.” Duster sounded dead serious and looked more determined than a gambler with a royal flush.

“What about Michael?” Foster sensed some kind of pissing match between the two of them. Not like that was anything new. Duster and Michael were best friends, but they’d always had a fairly combative relationship from what he could see.

“He’ll want her back,” Duster said. “I’ll pay you bonus to blow Michael off when he calls. Because he will.”

“How much?” Foster asked, not seriously considering the job but curious as to how far Duster would go to keep Mary away from his boss.

“To pay her off?” Duster pondered. “I don’t know. A couple of Mil. Just give it to her. I’ll give you double whatever she wants. I’ll give you triple the amount to tell Michael no when he tries to hire you to get her back.”

Foster wondered what would make Duster so desperate. “Last time I took such a generous deal, I found myself in a rather deep pickle barrel with my naked ass in the air.”

“You know what you’re getting with Mary,” Duster countered.

“Exactly.” Foster nodded. “I’m not going anywhere near her.” Partly because she threatened him, but even without her pointed warning, he didn’t want to deal with her again. “If she’s gone from Windmere, count yourself lucky. There’s no way in the ever-loving Void I’m going anywhere near her again.”

“Coward,” Duster said scornfully, leaning back in his chair, clearly disappointed but not all that surprised.

Foster let the insult slide for about half a second before he snidely returned, “I don’t see you all geared up to go after her.”

“Nash, you got her once—”

“Did that woman take a swipe at you?” Foster’s balls and finger throbbed with remembrance.

“Not directly, no.”

“She almost rendered me infertile with her knee, then almost bit off my trigger finger. For a lousy 180K. You can’t pay me enough to go after Scary Mary again.”

“I really need your help.”

“If you want to pay Mary off, you go find her yourself. I’ll tell Michael the same thing when he calls.”

“Swear?”

“I ain’t putting it in blood. Things change. For the moment, someone would have to make it painfully sweet to get me to go after her a second time. I don’t want to ever knowingly set foot within a hundred yards of that woman. A planet away sounds like a sane distance to keep.”

Duster frowned but had to admit, “I don’t blame you.”

“Besides, I’m a little busy at the moment.”

“Jynx Brennan.”

“Yeah.” Foster thought of the look on her face when he said she didn’t love him, and he winced at his folly. What in the Void had possessed him to say such a foolish thing? Had loneliness driven him to such pathetic depths?

“Roberts is demanding a full-scale investigation into how Jynx carried off her insidious plan without anyone knowing. Heads will roll.” Since Duster now understood that no amount of wheedling would sway Foster to change his mind about Scary Mary, he seemed content to move his mind to other matters.

“That’s why Roberts needs Jynx. Her head will make this whole mess disappear in a very clean and tidy way.” Foster gritted his teeth at the idea he’d been suckered in by money. If not for Laura ripping him off, he never would have desperately needed cash, and therefore never would have agreed to bring in Jynx.

Duster pulled out a handful of crackleseeds and began to munch them with practiced efficiency.

“One problem.” Foster dropped his gaze to the contract in his lap.

“For you?” Duster asked.

“I’ve got a hell of a lot more than one at the moment, my friend,” Foster said, thinking of Jynx willing and wanton in her cell. “But Roberts’s generosity and my greed may be a problem for Roberts.”

“You found something?” Duster dumped his spent pods to his vest pocket, then leaned over to check something in Windmere base command.

“Maybe,” Foster hedged. “I didn’t put in a reader restriction.”

“You’re kidding.” Duster’s eyes went wide. “That’s one of the ‘dur-heys’ of a Runner contract.”

“I know. That’s why I can’t believe it.” The irony of the lack of a dur-hey in the contract meant that he might automatically be able to invoke it. Reader restrictions were standard. That Foster mistakenly left it unwritten in the contract didn’t actually preclude him from invoking it.

“Is she? A reader, I mean?” Duster popped another seed between his teeth.

Foster didn’t want to reveal the cards in his hand, so to speak, but he welcomed the opportunity to discuss his mind. “Is there anything on the media about it, anything about any special ability Jynx has?” He’d never heard of projection, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t out there. Psi abilities were rare but varied in form and strength. He believed Jynx about what she could and couldn’t do. She just flat-out didn’t lie. As disturbing as he found her honesty, he respected her forthrightness. He would do his best not to take advantage, but frankly, taking advantage of Jynx wouldn’t be difficult at all.

“Not a breath about any ability,” Duster said. “Are you reaching here, Nash? You found something and are desperately trying to make it fit?”

“Maybe,” he hedged. “If I invoked the reader restriction, I’d have to prove Jynx is a reader, though, wouldn’t I?”

Duster nodded. “You’d also have to prove that at the time the contract was signed, Roberts knew Jynx was a reader.”

Therein crouched the troll. Foster could invoke the reader restriction, and he could prove Jynx was a reader, but how could he prove Roberts knew before signing the contract?

Duster whistled lightly. “There’s always the failsafe.”

Foster had left that “dur-hey” out of the contract along with the reader restriction. “Roberts won’t bring that up.”

“For something this big?” Duster tsked as he shook his head with a knowing grin. “You invoke the reader restriction, and I’m thinking Roberts will invoke the failsafe.”

Duster hit his worst fear on the head.

“No way. Triple triple triple?” Foster calculated in his head. “Roberts isn’t going to spend 270Mil to take Jynx out.” He found a bitter irony in the fact that was close to what Laura had bilked him for. Such a payout would put him right back where he was after twenty years of being a Runner. The ruthless bastard in his soul knew that in one fell swoop, he could play Jynx Brennan for a fortune and retire.





Jynx heard music thrumming through the ship shortly after Foster left the cell room. As she tried to identify the tune beyond the throbbing bass, she remade her bunk.

Apparently, he liked music with a beat that matched his pulse. Sexy throbbing notes shook his ship with a subtle nudge that teased and provoked.

Without warning, the cell room plunged to darkness.

“Nighttime.”

Her voice echoed in the room of six cages. Foster’s music continued to dance all around her like caresses that came close but never actually touched.

At what she estimated to be a sixteen/eight split, the lights went on and off like clockwork. In the dark, Jynx undressed and slipped on the flannel robe. She washed her panties and bra in the sink and hung them on the showerhead. Her dress smelled clean, so she draped it over the chair bolted down by the table. She washed her face and brushed her teeth.

Finding her way confidently in the dark, she crawled into her crisply made bunk.

The bass lessened as Foster turned down the volume. She had a brief thought that he knew she was going to bed and turned the music down for her, but she dismissed it. She shouldn’t go down that road of thinking he gave a care for her. Too dangerous.

Lying on her back with her hands over her head, she thought of Foster suddenly against her, grasping her hands, pinning her to her narrow bunk with the weight of his muscular body. Rolling her eyes back at the delicious thrill of the imagined sensations, she settled deeper into her bed with a lusty sigh.

If he watched her at the moment, he would know exactly what she was thinking. She didn’t care. Heaven help her, she wanted him to see the truth of what she’d said earlier. What added to the lovely torment was she shouldn’t want him the way she did. If he stood a treat beyond her reach, she stood one beyond his.

She was a caged woman desperate to seduce her jailer. Not that she wanted to get away. No, no. If he gave her the key to her cell, she would lock him in with her. She wanted to stay on the Damn You with Never-Fail Nash and immerse herself in the pure pleasure of his touch. She thought about his nickname with a new and lusty twist.

“I’ll bet you never fail to deliver, especially in the sack.”

Pressing her lips together, she tried to stop the chugging train of her thoughts but was woefully unsuccessful. What was wrong with her? Had her looming demise made her nothing but a woman driven by baser instincts? Between her legs, she grew moist and then downright wet as she let her imagination take the musical beat thrumming through the ship and make it physical with the thought of his body grinding against hers.

It wouldn’t solve anything if they let passion sway them. Sex would only make things more complicated, but she didn’t care. With a week left, she wanted to do all the things she’d never done. Indulging herself in a reckless passion with a man who held her very life in his hands was crazy. But why not? How could it really hurt anything?

Reluctantly, she’d accepted her fate and come to terms with what she could not change. But then she realized she wasn’t the only one who could be hurt. For all his bluster and fierce pride, Foster Nash was an honorable man. Yes, he was a bounty hunter, living on the Fringe, doing what he had to do to survive, but she had a feeling he’d done his best to live without hurting anyone, especially not a lady.

She wondered then, if the reason he held back was from the fear of being hurt or from the fear of hurting someone he idealized. Foster already hurt over the position Roberts forced him into; that was clear enough. Perhaps he didn’t want to compound the problem by taking what she so willingly offered. Foster seemed to feel guilty for even wanting her, regardless if she wanted him.

Frustrated, she rolled to her side, trying to understand his reluctance. Foster had a marshmallow heart despite his open hostility. As she lay there, one hand above her head and the other pressed to her heart, she considered what he’d said right before he left.

You don’t love me.

Was that the problem or the solution?

Did he want her to love him? Wouldn’t that make the noose around his neck tighter? Or did he fear that she would come to love him if they slept together? Sex didn’t equal love to her, but perhaps Foster feared it might. If she loved him, that would make the inevitable, handing her over to Roberts, even more painful for him.

“I don’t want to fall in love with you, Mr. Nash. I just want to have sex with you. If only once.” She wouldn’t fall in love with him. That wouldn’t be wise, and she didn’t consider herself a stupid woman. She had a few days of life left. Most people didn’t know the time of their demise. Most people probably wouldn’t like to know, but since she did, she was determined to take advantage. Jynx would like nothing better than to spend her remaining moments in Foster’s arms.

He couldn’t save her.

She wasn’t asking him to.

He’d told her again and again that he wouldn’t let her go, and she still wanted him. With limited time left, she would enjoy spending her last days in the arms of big blond hulking erotic nightmare from a thousand IWOG tales.


Chapter Ten

“Damn it!” Foster winced and tore off a bit of toilet paper and stuck it to the deep nick he’d just cut into his chin. He continued shaving around the oozing slice. “Stop thinking about Jynx and you won’t rip the hell out of your face.”

He tossed the razor into the sink with a disgusted grunt. If he would have taken the thirty minutes while on-world, he could have gotten a replacement for his electric shaver, but he’d been too cheap and too hell-bent to nab Jynx.

“Stupid!”

As if talking to himself wasn’t bad enough, now he started yelling at himself. Bellowing wouldn’t relieve his frustration. Knowing it was pointless didn’t seem to curb his inclination to do it one bit either.

He finished shaving, then debated splashing on aftershave. Jynx noticed the mix of spices and confessed she found the scent pleasing. Realizing that he stood there debating it for a good five minutes, he stomped out of the bathroom without splashing the cologne on.

Automatic actions suddenly became infinitely debatable. Who was he doing it for? Him or her? When he caught himself sifting through his T-shirts, looking for the new blue one that matched his eyes, he dropped to the floor and popped off thirty pushups.

Covered with a thin sheen of sweat, he pulled on the ugliest shirt he had. Mustard yellow motton with grease stains and a hole under the right arm stretched over his chest. Yanking out his rattiest pair of jeans, those held together by a hope and a prayer, he pulled them on defiantly.

“And just who am I defying here?”

Grunting, he slapped on his belt, hooked up his gear and stomped his way to the kitchen. He debated what Jynx might like for breakfast, then deliberately tried to find something she wouldn’t.

Rolling his eyes at his asinine behavior, he yanked the first thing he found out of the pantry, threw it into the micro, then stomped his way to the cell room with her meal steaming on a tray.

Jynx sat on her bunk, already showered and dressed and looking so sexy he wanted to yank his clothes right back off, hers too, then spend the day making love to her on that thin mattress. Afterward they could make a fort out of it and pretend that they were the only two people in existence. Superheroes with the hots.

“Good morning, Mr. Nash.” Her eyes followed him, unblinking, gleaming with longing.

Afraid if he said anything he would likely yell it, he slid the tray of food under her cell door. Even getting that close to her, with solid durosteel bars between them, he felt a lusty determination possess his body. If it came right down to it, he’d bite his way through those bars to get to Jynx. He gulped and backed off.

“Thank you.” She picked up the tray, giving him a far too brief glance of her cleavage, stood and set the food on the table. She sat and flicked the paper napkin to her lap. She ate as she peered at him with those otherworldly eyes. Never in his life had he ever seen eyes like that. Lavender sweet and so open, so honest, and from such an impossibly lovely face.

He told himself to leave, but he couldn’t get his legs to obey his brain’s commands. His eyes were a bit too busy watching every move Jynx made.

“How are you feeling today?” Shoulders thrust back, her head high, she ate as if she sat in a five star IWOG restaurant.

He growled. He hadn’t meant to, but that was what he did. Curse himself a thousand nasty names, but he gazed at her like an animal in rut, a wild beast barely held at bay by a veneer of civility.

“Pardon me?” Ever polite, she set her fork aside as she waited for his answer. She tilted her head back, exposing the sleek expanse of her neck. He wanted to bite her neck and hear her gasp in surprise, pleasure, and ultimately surrender.

“Don’t you even get me started—” He swore he would not talk to her, yet, here he stood, bellowing at her again. What was it about her that drove him to act so nasty? “Just eat and be quiet.”

“While you watch me?” She took another bite.

“My ship. I’ll do what I want.” Now he sounded like an angry little boy.

“Didn’t you sleep well?” She took a bite with cultured refinement. After chewing and swallowing, she dabbed her lips with her napkin. “You look exhausted.”

“I slept just fine.” No he didn’t. Half the night, he’d twisted in his sheets with visions of a naked Jynx running through his mind. Well, not running. Actually, she’d been twisting around in his blue sheets with him. That was why he was so pissed off right now. He wanted her there, in his bed, not just in his mind. He longed to touch her and taste her and do things to her that would make her as wild for him as he was for her. What made everything worse was that she wanted him to do all those things to her.

“I slept exceptionally well.” She took another bite that she slowly chewed, and swallowed. “I dreamt of you. Very vivid. I could have sworn you were with me, but sadly, I woke up alone.”

Even a blind man could see the pointed invitation of her words. He stood stock-still for almost two minutes, peering at her like an animal ready to pounce.

Rather than back away from his intimidating gaze, she opened herself to his scrutiny by meeting his threat with the same statue stillness.

“It isn’t going to work, Sweets.” He threw everything he had into the line. He really went out of his way to sound like the biggest asshole in the universe.

“What isn’t?”

Gritting his teeth, he refused to answer, because he wanted to yell at her, but she just sat there calmly waiting, so he said, “You’re staying in there. I’m staying out here.”

“Strangely enough, Mr. Nash, the dream I had included the bars between us. We turned disadvantage to advantage.” She took another bite, chewed thoughtfully, swallowed, and wiped her lips with the paper napkin. “Considering what we were doing, the bars between us helped a great deal. For balance.”

It didn’t take long for him to put his brain into gear about how the two of them could use those bars. But he’d much rather have her in his bed. Her beautiful hair against those pewter-blue sheets as he took his time exploring every inch of her body.

“Damn, woman.” He shook his head.

Last night they played one-upmanship. She went ever more provocative in an effort to make him back down, but he’d matched her play for play until he’d dragged love in. He’d run right after he’d invoked the four-letter word of doom. Love. Not code or duty. Those watchwords did not hold the power over him that love did. They’d agreed reputation was a commonality between them, but before Jynx could discuss love with him, he’d turned tail and run.

Duster had called him a coward over Scary Mary, and Foster had to admit he was. He didn’t want to go anywhere near that woman ever again. But Jynx was a whole new kind of scary. Jynx seemed so fragile, so easily subdued, but she was one of the strongest women he’d ever met. Because she honestly understood she could not be saved. Her calm acceptance, and her unfailing honesty in the midst of her demise, was something he deeply admired. There was a fierce beauty in her stance.

“Looks like you had a bit of a problem shaving this morning.”

Foster almost accused her of reading him, then remembered all the bits of toilet paper he had on his face. “Shit.” Swiping them off with one angry hand, he glared at the textured durosteel floor of the cell room.

“Have you been working on the ship?”

“What?”

“Your shirt has grease all over it.”

He looked down at his nasty mustard yellow T-shirt.

“How strange,” she said with a throaty chuckle. “Your hands are clean.”

He glanced up in time to watch her gaze drop to his jeans.

Her eyes widened, and her mouth made a perfect O. “Are you aware there’s a hole in your pants, Mr. Nash?”

“There’s holes all over the things.” White threads dangled from rips across the thighs, knees and seat.

“I can see that.” Smiling, she finished her breakfast and rose to wash the tray. “It does answer one question I had.”

“What question?”

“I wondered if you wore boxers or briefs, and what color you preferred. I see red boxers. Silk?”

He looked down. In his haste, he’d forgotten to button his pants all the way up. His red silk boxers poked through the partially opened fly. Groaning, flushing redder than his underwear, he buttoned up his battered jeans and turned to leave.

“If you’ll wait a moment, you won’t have to come back for the tray.”

Her trilling voice rubbed his already frayed nerves. He wished he could slam his way out the door, but he’d look like an even bigger ass if he did. Keeping his eyes straight ahead, he waited for her to finish. He heard her brushing her teeth. Thinking he could pluck the tray up and skedaddle away without having to face her, he turned.

As she leaned over the sink to spit out her toothpaste, her dress rode up along her back and gave him a spectacular view of her legs. That damn swelling in his pants came back with a vengeance. Trying desperately to keep his big head in charge, he yanked his gaze away. He heard the tray slide along the floor.

“Finally.” He spun around and found a spectacular view of her breasts as she leaned down. “Damn it!”

Jynx straightened. “What have I done now, Mr. Nash?”

“You know exactly what you’re doing.”

Coyly, she lifted her brow. “And what’s that?”

“I’m not—just—you’re putting yourself in a dangerous position. A man only has so much willpower, and you’re taxing the hell out of mine.”

“Am I?” Both eyebrows lifted innocently, but her eyes, that gleam in her knowing eyes, spoke to the primal part of his being.

He decided to put an end to this right now and scare the hell out of her. Stomping to the cage, he kicked the tray out of his way, opened the door, entered and marched right up to her.

Jynx didn’t back down. She kept her gaze locked with his.

He got right up in her face. He loomed over her by almost a foot and easily outweighed her by two hundred pounds of bulging muscle.

“Are you trying to intimidate me?” She didn’t even flinch. She looked up at him with a submissive flush of excitement.

Swallowing hard against the animal thrill of knowing he could utterly subdue her, seeing that knowing in her eyes, he said, “I’m telling you to stop.”

“It would help a great deal if you wouldn’t wear such sexy clothes.” She stroked her hand from the waist of his torn jeans up the length of his grungy T-shirt. “All that grease, the worn holes in your jeans that give me tantalizing glimpses of your legs. It’s as if you want me to be unable to stop thinking of you.”

“I didn’t wear this for you.” He’d worn his ratty outfit thinking it would repulse her IWOG lady sensibilities, but apparently, his plan backfired. “I’ve got some repairs to make on the ship today. That’s why I wore this. Not for you.”

With a delicate shrug, she settled her hands against his pecs. “Your reasons don’t matter. You look rugged and worn and dirty and dangerous.” She pulled a bit closer. “You didn’t wear aftershave today. Is it because I told you I liked it?”

Traces of strawberry shampoo lingered on her still-damp hair. He loved that smell. He should take that shampoo away and give her something that smelled nasty. Determined to teach her a lesson, he grasped her shoulders and pulled her close. Rather than startling her, his aggressive move pleased her, given her sigh and the way her pupils dilated.

“You’re gonna get hurt. And it’ll be your own fault.”

“Just how rough are you planning to be, Mr. Nash?”

She didn’t play him, yet she played the coquette. She didn’t want to get free; she wanted him. He could feel the truth and practically smell desire on her.

He let out a grunting sigh. “How rough do you want me to be?” He couldn’t believe he just said such a thing. Moreover, he couldn’t believe she smiled and slid her hands up to grip his shoulders.

“There’s a fine line between passion and violence,” she whispered, her breath smelling of peppermint toothpaste. Lifting up on to her tiptoes, she tried to kiss him.

At the last breath before contact, he pulled away.

“Oh, you were doing so well. Why pull back now? What harm could there be in simply kissing me?”

“Every man you’ve ever kissed has found his way to your bed.” He pulled back a bit farther, but not far enough for her to drop her hands from his shoulders.

“Afraid if you kiss me, you’ll seal your fate?” she asked coyly, tightening her grip on him.

He wanted to tell her there might be a way out for her on the reader restriction clause, but he didn’t want to give her false hope, or worse, make a promise he couldn’t keep. Besides, it didn’t matter if he could find a way to free her. That didn’t give him any right to enthusiastically take her up on her offer of indulging the very last depths of his passion on her compelling body.

“I’ll find you something to do.” He offered the words almost as a plea for her to stop teasing him because his willpower was crumbling faster than cheap plascreat.

“I already found something I want to do.” She stroked her hands from his shoulders down his chest, her fingers brushing across his nipples.

A thousand lusty thoughts flashed in his mind. Wicked ways to occupy the lovely lady Jynx. Oh, yes, Doctor, this swelling in my pants, I just know if you put your mind to it, you could solve this problem. Well, maybe not your mind exactly, but your hands, your mouth, that wet and tight spot between your beautiful legs.

Desperate to distance himself, his voice cracked when he asked, “Have you ever read a pleasure book?”


Chapter Eleven

“I have never read a pleasure book,” Jynx said, leaning closer to him. She was glad he hadn’t worn aftershave today because his soap-clean skin smelled wonderfully arousing all on its own.

“Don’t even need to think about it, just…” He shook his head and looked down at her.

“Never have. I’m IWOG consumer. You said you were too, and in the military. Eighteen plus four means you didn’t read your first pleasure book until you were at least twenty-two.”

“Twenty-four.”

“I’ve never read one. There weren’t many available on Banna. Once, when I was eight, I saw one. I found the cover fascinating. A man and woman ran from a lurking menace. I remember that picture to this day. It was called Death From Beyond. The title dripped bloody red letters over their heads. I have no idea what the book was about, but that cover is burned into my mind.” She stroked his chest again, teasing her fingers over his nipples.

He closed his eyes and exhaled as if he were desperately trying to control himself.

His worn T-shirt was soft as it stretched across his muscular chest. She really wanted to get her hands on his tattered jeans, but she knew he’d hit the ceiling if she put her hands anywhere near his weapon-riddled belt.

“Stop it.” He grabbed her wrists and held her still.

“Your mouth says stop, but your eyes say—”

“I don’t care what you think my eyes say. My eyes aren’t in charge.” He strove for an emotionless tone but missed. Regretful wanting shone through.

“How disappointing. We would have a lot more fun if they were.” She couldn’t believe she was behaving like such a tawdry wench. Having so little time left made her willing to throw caution to the wind.

“This isn’t funny. You’re acting like it means no more to you than window shopping. I think I could be anyone and you’d still be all over me.”

His accusation hurt. “That isn’t true. Haven’t you ever wanted someone just because you found them attractive? If I’m treating this too casually, you are treating it far too seriously.” Did he honestly think her made of stone? That she would not want him? He was a legend brought to life, right at her hands when she had so little life left.

“Yeah, well, I’m a serious guy. I don’t get involved with women like you.”

“Like me?”

“You’re a package, Sweets.”

She considered it for a moment. “You’ve never been with one of your prisoners?”

“Never even came close.”

A proud thrill tickled her stomach. “You’re awfully close to me, Mr. Nash.” She pressed her body against his. She couldn’t stop a knowing smile as she felt his erection, painfully confined in his battered jeans, against the plush of her belly. If she moved just right, she could cup the head of his penis with her bellybutton. When she did, he pushed her away, holding her literally at arm’s length for a few seconds before he crossed his arms over his chest.

He swallowed hard. “I’m trying to teach you a lesson.”

“What lesson would that be?” She stepped close, but he backed away.

“I know you think it’s funny to tweak me around and mess with me to see how far you can push me, but I’m warning you—knock it off. It’s been a while. I won’t be responsible if you end up getting hurt.”

Abruptly, he left her cell and clanged the door with a hard shove of his hip. He scooped up her tray and stomped off.

His fanny shimmied with each forceful thrust of his legs. A worn hole, right above his left buttock, made his red silk boxers wink as he stalked off. Every muscle in his back and arm flexed as he stabbed at the com with self-conscious, jerky movements.

Safe in her cage, she trilled, “Poor Mr. Nash. All sexy and sexually frustrated.”

He didn’t bother to look back. He didn’t have to. He made his feelings perfectly clear when he grunted and kicked the door closed behind him.

The more he warned her off, the more she wanted him. Something perverse about that. Thrilling to think that she could push him to the point he would, what? Explode? He made it sound like he’d get so excited, he’d throw her to the floor and take her with violent passion. Another delicious thrill ran through her body. He didn’t seem to understand that was exactly what she wanted. Or maybe he did understand and didn’t approve.

“About those feelings in himself or me?”

He said she should find it degrading, her so fully at his mercy, but she didn’t. Maybe he found being so fully in charge demeaning. Did he really think that any man at the moment would satisfy her?

“Do you need to feel special, Mr. Nash?” She sat on her bunk, grateful for something to think about other than her own inevitable demise.





Foster stomped about the ship mumbling to himself for over an hour. He was livid.

“Trust is for suckers. Yeah, lot to be said about that.” He knew better than to trust anyone, but the money had been so good.

“Damn my stupid, greedy hide.”

Checking the contract one more time, he finally allowed himself to get his hopes up. He’d forgotten to put in the “dur-heys” of the contract, which meant he could bring them up now.

Foremost was the reader restriction. He believed Roberts knew about her abilities before the contract was signed and hadn’t disclosed them. Effectively, it killed the contract.

“But for the failsafe.” He shook his head. “No way would Roberts bring that up.” Not a chance Roberts would pay that much for Jynx. Since he was a triple-platinum Runner, the full amount of the contract was tripled three times, thus 10Mil became 30Mil, which became 90Mil, which became a whopping 270Mil.

“And if I do cancel the contract, what then?” He looked out to the utter black of the Void. He couldn’t just set Jynx free. Someone else would pick her up in a flash. The only place she’d ever be safe was here, on his ship. How could he keep her like a prisoner for the rest of her life? It wasn’t fair. He couldn’t let her go, and he couldn’t keep her. What the hell would he do with her?

“It’s not my responsibility.”

It wasn’t his fault Jynx got herself into such a jam. Well, technically it wasn’t her fault either. He could blame Rotten Roberts for everything.

This was precisely the kind of moral dilemma he hated. It gnawed at him. He couldn’t just think of only covering his own ass. Covering Jynx sprang to mind, but there was more than that to his longing. The fate of the Void could rest with him. If Jynx was right, that the IWOG had not only the source but the cure to the Tyaa plague, they would undoubtedly use both to their highest advantage. If she’d told him the truth, and he believed she had, the destruction of the universe as he knew it could be imminent.

Sifting through his paperback book collection, he tried to find something to keep Jynx busy, and keep her mind off trying to seduce him. Because it was working. He felt responsible for her safety and resented the hell out of that uncomfortable feeling. He wanted to take her up on her offer, wanted to do things to her that made him feel simultaneously excited and guilty. But he felt the weight of even more pressing down on his head.

He came to appreciate the name of his ship more and more.





About two hours later, Foster returned and slid a book under the cell door. “Here.” He turned and walked away.

Jynx picked the battered paperback up but hardly glanced at the cover. “You would be special to me, Mr. Nash.”

“What?” he asked as he continued to hurry away. He seemed determined to get as far from her as fast as possible.

“You seem to be under the impression that I would take any man as my lover at the moment, but I wouldn’t. If you were short, bald and pudgy, I don’t think I would be interested in you. But you’re not. You’re tall, blond and muscular. You are a walking erotic fantasy, a living legend from a thousand IWOG tales. You wouldn’t be my first lover, which would be very special, but you would be my last, and that is special too.”

He stopped but didn’t turn to face her. She worried she’d said the wrong thing when his shoulders tensed.

“Every time I think you’ve gone about as far as you can go, you amaze me and go even further. I don’t want to be special to you. I don’t want to be a—” He turned. “What did you call me?”

Catching his azure gaze, she hesitated only briefly, then said, “A walking erotic fantasy.”

“Yeah, that. If you think that strokes my ego, you’re wrong.” He pulled his hair back and blew out a harsh breath.

“You don’t like to think of yourself as—”

“I think of myself as a man. Not some fantasy. I’m not a whore or a stud or whatever it is you call a male prostitute.” Naked hostility filled his face as he glared at her.

She recoiled, suddenly ashamed. “I didn’t mean to suggest that you were.” She’d thought her description would please him, but instead, she’d enraged him. Again.

“Seems to me that’s exactly how you’re treating me. I’m just something for you to play with while you wait.” His hair fell into his eyes when he shook his head. “You accused me of reducing you to a sexual object when I wanted to watch you shower, accused me of behaving like an adolescent IWOG boy, but you are behaving even worse. You’re behaving as if I’m a pleasure slave, a thrall, on demand for your amusing afternoon of diversionary gratification.”

Contrite, she offered, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to treat you that way. That’s not how I see you at all.” She clutched the bars. “You are very attractive, and I would be lying if I said you weren’t, but more than that, you have a soft heart, and I like that too.”

He grimaced. “Well, you’re wrong. I don’t have a soft heart. I’m a ruthless bastard. All I care about is my contract. Got it?” He whisked his hair out of his eyes with a flip of his chin, then dumped it right back down as he lowered his gaze to one of the beeping gizmos on his belt.

“You keep saying that, but I think you’re trying to convince yourself, not me.”

He glared at her. “You are insane. You just don’t see what’s right in front of your face.”

“Neither do you.”

“I think I see you just fine.” His eyes narrowed to suspicious slits.

“You say you don’t have a soft heart, yet you’re disgusted by the fact I’m treating you as a sexual object. Do you see the conflict in those two statements? A man without a heart, a ruthless bastard, would have been all over me, probably without my consent. A ruthless bastard would be flattered by my interest and take advantage of it. That you’re appalled by my desire altogether is—”

“Then I’m a perverse bastard,” he bellowed, lifting his hands. “Hell! Maybe I’m gay.”

She rolled her eyes. “Maybe your reputation is an utter farce. Never-Fail Nash, the ruthless, brutal and vicious bastard. Maybe under all of that, you really are a nice guy who doesn’t want to hurt anyone.” Very suddenly, he looked scared, as if she’d gotten far too close to the truth. “A marshmallow heart hidden under a good thick armor of reputation. Nice Guy Nash.”

His face twisted into a snarl. “Maybe your reputation is richly deserved.”

“Excellent backhand, but you don’t believe that any more than I do. I didn’t do what Roberts—”

“Roberts has spread all kinds of information about you. A lot of it about your sexual proclivities. Four men? Not according to the media. I wasn’t sure who to believe, but by the way you’re acting, I’m starting to believe the reports.”

“You think I’m a what? A whore? A prostitute?” The very idea stunned her so much, she smiled.

“No.” Rocking back on his heels, he said, “Prostitutes get paid. You do it for free. Which makes you a slut.”

He seemed to expect her to be mortally wounded by such a vicious comment. When she laughed, he frowned.

“You’re trying too hard, Mr. Nash. It simply isn’t in you to be a bully.” She leaned against the bars. “I’m not a slut, and you know it.”

“You’re certainly acting like one. If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it’s probably a duck. Take out duck, put in slut, repeat that to yourself, and you’ll get my point.” His brows lowered to that ominous V, which made him look brutal, but his soulful eyes gave away the truth.

“Do I really look like a slut in this dress?” She considered her lilac spring dress. Sleeveless, with a scoop neck, high back, modest armholes and a hem that hit the tops of her knees. The dress wasn’t the least bit tawdry by any world’s cultural standards. “I think I look more like a librarian.”

“Not with that rack.”

Up her eyebrows went. “I look like a slut because I have large breasts?” It was a chronic IWOG cultural misconception, that there was an inverse relationship between brains and breasts. Many IWOG men also thought women with larger breasts were more promiscuous.

He didn’t say anything. When he realized his gaze lingered on her breasts, he looked to the ceiling.

“And do I really walk like a slut?” She walked back and forth along the front of her cell. “How does a slut walk? Shouldn’t I be trolling under a street lamp? Vamping to a cluster of horny males?”

He still didn’t say anything and refused to look at her.

“As far as quacking like a slut—”

“You talk like a slut.” His voice was filled with disgust.

“Is that it?”

He glared at a spot just over her shoulder.

“You think I talk like a slut because I don’t equivocate about what I think, what I want, what I expect as far as sex between us is concerned?” It seemed the less he said, the louder he spoke about himself. His hostility revealed a great deal, probably far more than he wanted to show her.

“You talk about sex like you’re discussing the weather. You act like it’s less of a concern than what you’d like to eat for lunch.” He checked one of the pieces of equipment on his belt and frowned with concern.

“No. I talk about it honestly, like I do everything else. I want something from you: sex. I’m telling you that in no uncertain terms. As far as where or when or how, that is entirely up for debate.” She shrugged. “You’re horrified I’m even interested, let alone willing to admit it, even more so that I want to discuss it.”

“It’s not something we should be discussing at all, because it’s something that isn’t going to happen.”



He did it again. He turned tail and stalked off. He’d have to get some kind of cushioning in his shoes if he was going to keep stomping about the ship.

Taking an almost masochistic delight in the name of his ship, he strode about hissing damn you over and over. He made his way to the bridge and threw himself into his chair. He tried to lose himself in music, but it didn’t work.

Playing a few levels of Kill Or Be Killed, blowing away digital enemies, didn’t help him blow off steam either. He plucked a paperback up at random but couldn’t get into it. Frustrated, he tossed the book into the random clutter on the floor.

He engaged the language sim, but since he spoke twenty languages fluently, the program failed to offer him any challenges. He checked his scanners and considered hitting the gym or the studio, but the ideas bored him before he even moved to go.

What he really wanted to do was talk to Jynx. He wanted to ask her about that little scar over her eye and what happened to her family. He wanted to ask her what she wanted him to do and why. What if she did want him to let her go? How could he do that knowing she’d get killed?

A light flashed on the main console. Finally, something to occupy his churning mind. It was a request for live audvid. He traced it to Juno and realized it was Roberts.

He opened the link, and said, “Hello, Vic.” In short order, Foster laid his cards on the table. “You knew she was a reader and didn’t bother to clue me in.” He shook his head. “Not nice.” Before Roberts could offer an explanation, Foster said, “The contract is officially terminated.”

The look that crossed Vic’s face was nothing short of terrifying. “What are you going to do with Jynx?”

Foster considered Vic over the audvid for a long time before he said, “Whatever the hell I want.” He disconnected before Roberts could say another word.


Chapter Twelve

“It’s lovely.” Jynx sat in the chair Foster pulled out for her. The effort he’d made was overwhelming. Rather than eating her dinner off a green plastic tray behind bars, she settled herself to a candlelit dinner at a lace-covered table. “Is this china?” She traced her finger over the brightly colored bird of paradise flower painted onto the center of the plate.

“Simulated. The silverware is actually plastimetal. But it looks like the real thing.” He nodded to her glass. “I don’t have wine. I do have beer. Do you drink beer?”

He seemed determined to be a solicitous host, but his effort came off bashful, like a boy trying to please a girl he had a tremendous crush on. She found him utterly charming. All her fear of being taken from her cell vanished.

“I’ve never had a beer.” She noticed his galley was a cozy room retrofitted to accommodate one man. The compact appliances were logically placed and obviously well used. Splattered food and a few dirty dishes made it clear that tidiness wasn’t his first priority.

“Really? Why not?” He fiddled with the food cooking on the stove top. He opened the oven door, and the succulent aroma of roasted meat almost made her swoon. She hadn’t had a decent meal in so long, her mouth watered uncontrollably.

“No reason, really. I just never have. I don’t often drink.” The last time she drank, she ended up in bed with Brandt. She looked at Foster with a curious eye. Was all of this to seduce her? He certainly didn’t have to go to all this trouble. Or maybe that was the whole problem right there. Her honesty had taken all the seduction out of their encounter. Somehow she found it hard to believe that Foster Nash was a romantic man.

“Then you have to try one of these.” He went to a secured door and flipped the catch. The pantry had rows of goods secured by clingrope. He bent over, and she dropped her gaze to his fanny. He’d traded in his ripped jeans for a pair that was on the verge of falling apart, which only made them sexier. Through the worn denim, she could see a vague hint of dark blue boxers. Silk? Suddenly she wished herself telekinetic so she could nudge that fabric just a bit.

He returned to the table with a dusty bottle. “These are very rare. Prospect beer. It comes out of Corona.” After showing her the bottle like a sommelier from a five-star restaurant, he plucked up her glass. He removed a bottle opener from a drawer and popped the metal cap carefully. He leaned her glass and the bottle together, pouring the amber liquid slowly down the side of her glass. He eased her glass upright, keeping his intense gaze on the bottle with his tongue tucked to the corner of his mouth.

“You have to watch for the yeast on the bottom of the bottle. Prospect beer isn’t filtered.”

He proudly presented her with the glass of golden-amber liquid. Sweeping up from the bottom of the tapered glass rose tiny bubbles that made a fluffy white foam along the top.

“You drink it like this.” He lifted her glass to his lips and took a sip. He licked the foam mustache atop his lip, then handed her the glass.

“It’s on my list, to try a beer.” She took it from his hand, feeling a spark when their fingers touched. She sniffed as she sipped. “It’s very rich.” She took another sip. “And tart.” Another sip. “Almost citrus.” Like him, she licked the foam on her lip away and wondered if he had the same reaction she did. Everything felt more intense now that the bars between them had been removed.

“Hallertauer hops.”

At her confused frown he explained that hops gave beer bitterness and aroma. Then he asked, “On your list?”

“Of things to do before I die.” She took another sip of the beer and made a mental checkmark against her list.

He considered her with an intense, probing gaze. What was he looking for? And why had he taken her out of her cell for a romantic candlelit dinner? Perhaps it was her last meal before he handed her over. If that was what this was, she was determined to spend the night in his bed. As much as she wanted to fling a hundred questions at him, she hesitated to get answers that she might not want to hear.

“What else is on this list of yours?” He moved back into the kitchen and fiddled with dinner.

“To read a pleasure book. I enjoyed the one you gave me very much.” He’d given her a western that involved as much romance as it did adventure. As a doctor, she often had to read and assimilate vast amounts of information quickly. The IWOG didn’t let medical information linger. It might hurt the corporate structure that formed the base of the government. She became ever more adept at consuming vast amounts of information, internalizing it, then using it to the best of her ability in conjunction with her projecting skill. She’d read the pleasure book just as fast. “I understand why the IWOG banned them.”

“Yeah?”

“They make one think in different ways. Ways that run counter to what the IWOG wants from their consumers. Also, reading is a singular activity. The IWOG doesn’t want consumers spending time alone not consuming and getting the wrong idea about consuming.”

Foster nodded. “Anything else on this list?”

“You.” She looked right into his eyes.

“Me?” He flashed her that boyish grin.

“Yes.”

He held her gaze for the longest time. “I’m setting you free.”

“Pardon me?” She fumbled her glass to the table, splashing a bit of beer on the tablecloth.

He plucked up a damp cloth, then blotted the spill. “I canceled the contract with Roberts.” Once he’d mopped it up, he tossed the rag to the sink and turned to her, his azure eyes open and engaging.

“But your reputation…” She knew how important that was to him.

“Is intact. Roberts lied about you being a reader.” Foster shook his head. “That’s a very big no-no and instantly invalidates the contract.”

“But the money—”

“Isn’t worth it.”

Stunned, she could only gape at him. Finding her voice, she finally asked, “Why?”

“Because you didn’t do what Roberts accuses you of. I know you’re innocent. I might be a ruthless bastard, but even I have my limits.” He sat across from her at the little table.

Fear swept away her sudden joy. Her emotions must have shown in her face.

“I thought that news would make you happy.” He sounded shocked and upset that he’d done her a great wrong without meaning to.

“It does. But it doesn’t.” She bit her lip. “It isn’t going to stop. Roberts will just send someone else after me. Everyone will be looking for me. My face is everywhere.” She looked at the table again with a new eye. “Oh, Mr. Nash, was all of this to soften the blow before you toss me off your ship?”



Dark terror loomed in her otherworldly eyes, Foster leaned close and took her hand. “I’m not tossing you anywhere.” She looked up at him with such helpless horror, he blurted, “You could stay with me.” His offer came straight from his heart. Shocked by his admission, he pulled his hand back. “I mean, here, on my ship. I guess I could use a doctor. I’m not accident-prone or anything, but I think a doctor would be a good thing to have around. I wouldn’t keep you like a prisoner, but you could stay, if you wanted to. You’d be safe here.”

She considered with a pained look around at the cramped galley, and he wished he’d cleaned up a little better. He didn’t want her to think he was a slob. He was, but he wanted to put his best foot forward before revealing his less stellar qualities.

“I wouldn’t make you do anything you didn’t want to. I mean, I wouldn’t force you to—ah, well, you know. I’m kinda just offering you a job, I guess.” Shoot himself where he stood, he sounded like a babbling IWOG boy, terrified of getting caught with even a hint of impropriety.

Jynx laughed with a strange mixture of sadness and relief. “I’m not worried about that.” She smiled wanly. “Our potential sexual relationship is the least of my concerns. Roberts would come after you. I would be putting you in danger, and I can’t do that.”

It blew him away. With all she had to worry about, she seemed the most concerned with his safety rather than her own. Or was she playing him? For the life of him, he couldn’t see how.

“I can take care of myself. If you’re with me, I can take care of you too.” He meant what he said, but if she asked him an hour from now, he might not be so confident. That expression of determination on Roberts’s face over the audvid flashed in his mind. One way or another, Roberts wasn’t going to rest until Jynx was brought low. As it was, Foster uttered the words with full conviction and arrogant certainty. Best way to lie was to believe it yourself first.

“How very chivalrous.” Jynx shied back a bit. “But I don’t understand. What do you get out of this? Out of helping me?”

“Seems you are getting acclimated to the Fringe.”

“Pardon?”

“You’re starting to look for the edge, the advantage.”

Her gaze dropped to the table, and a flush of shame washed her cheeks red. “I don’t mean to be suspicious.”

“I like it.” His statement drew her gaze to his. “You’re behaving normally for a change.” He smiled. “What I get out of helping you is, well, I don’t know exactly. I guess it’s kinda like your Hippocratic oath. I really don’t want to do any harm in the Void. Especially not to an innocent.” But in the same breath, he thought of how much he wanted to corrupt the dignified IWOG lady right out of her.

“Better watch out, Mr. Nash. Your marshmallow heart is showing.” She flashed a full smile, and that was when he noticed the hint of a dimple on her right cheek, almost directly below that tiny white scar over her eye.

“Well, at least it’s not my boxers this time.”

Jynx laughed. “Mr. Nash, I honestly—”

“Can you do me a favor?”

“I’ll certainly try.”

“Drop the mister and just call me Nash.”

“You don’t want me to call you Foster?”

“Naw. I hate that name.” He’d been named after a centuries-dead ancestor in accordance with a naming fad that was still going strong on IWOG, WAG and Fringe worlds. Older names had made a strong comeback in the last fifty years.

“If I call you Nash, will you stop calling me Sweets?”

He liked calling her Sweets. “I’ll try.”

She considered the table for a moment. “Whether you keep me or let me go, Roberts will come after you.”

He found her concern unbelievably touching. “Wouldn’t be the first time a disgruntled client tried to. Thing is, to get to me, Roberts would have to hire one of the other triple-platinum Runners.” That statement he could offer with full confidence. Only another Runner had any hope of getting near his ship. Even then, they would be so evenly matched, the battle would be a draw.

“Wouldn’t they do it?” She lifted her worried gaze.

“Nope. Not a one of them. I wouldn’t go after them either. It’s a mutual deal. Even if Roberts tried a smear campaign on me, like what you got, it wouldn’t work. I’ve got a contract. All I have to do is flash copies to the media, and it’d be over before it started.” Moreover, he knew Roberts wouldn’t want anyone to know about Jynx’s reader ability.

“Are you certain you’ll be okay if you do this? If you let me go?”

“Yeah. I’ll be fine. That’s why if you stay here, you’ll be fine too. If Roberts can’t get me, Roberts can’t get you either.” He felt like he was rapidly digging himself deeper into a hole he might not be able to climb out of.

“People won’t stop looking for me until I’m caught or proven dead. I’m going to be on the run for the rest of my life.”

He could practically see the full horror dawn on her. She pressed her hands flat to the table to hide tremors.

“I’ll never be safe anywhere. I’ll be hunted until I’m dead.”

He’d been over this in his own mind for hours. He offered her a choice. Not much of a choice, but considering her limited options, he thought it fair to middling.

“I know, Jynx. I’ve thought about it. The only place you’re going to be safe is here. I know it’s not much. I’m basically offering you a prison cell, but it’s really the only thing I can offer you right now.” He hoped with a bit more time he could find her a better place.

She peered up at him, toying with her silverware. “Thank you. You are extremely generous.” Her gaze fell to her plate.

“I don’t expect you to make up your mind right away. You’ll have all the time you want to think about it.” Why did he feel like he’d failed her so miserably?

“Thank you.” She sounded dazed, as if she’d just been sucker punched. The truth of her position was dawning on her in wave after horrible wave. She could never show her face anywhere again. She could live on his ship or die. Not much of a choice.

“I guess you’re not really hungry anymore.”

Jynx glanced at the stove where dinner waited. “Not so much.” Her head tilted back, and she met his gaze with startled eyes. “I apologize for my appalling lack of manners. I know you went to a great deal of trouble, and I appreciate your efforts, but in light of what—”

“Don’t worry about it.” He scooped up the faux-china plates. “Remember, this isn’t a garden party. Your manners are fine.” He put the clean plates in the sink and put the dinner away in case she changed her mind later. “Relax. I’m not going to yell anymore.”

“I don’t think I can relax. My entire life has just flip-flopped again, Mr. Nash. If you want to yell, please do. I feel like doing it myself, even though it won’t help.”

She continued to call him Mr. Nash, but he let her formality slide. He didn’t expect her to change overnight.

“Wanna play?” he asked with a seductive, flirty edge and a waggle of his eyebrows.

“What?” Her eyes startled wide as she looked up at him.

“I must have surprised you. You didn’t say pardon.” He washed his hands and did a quick shutdown on the kitchen. “I asked you if you wanted to play.”

“Play what?” Terror left her eyes, and a childlike sense of fun filled them. “Fort?”

Grinning, thinking of what fun it would be to play with her, a mattress and a blanket, he shook his head. “Ever played Labyrinth?”

“What is that?”

“A virtual.”

“You mean one of those murder simulators?” She recoiled automatically with a look of disgust. “I’m not interested in even pretending to kill other people.”

“I can’t believe the IWOG still calls them that. Murder simulators?”

“I guess.” She shrugged. “If that’s what you mean.”

“Yeah. One of those.” Biting his lip as he grinned at her, he said, “A forbidden game. Wanna see one?” He wiggled his eyebrows even more suggestively than he had before.

“Yes.” Her automatic admission seemed to startle her.

He grinned, pleased he’d corrupted another piece of the IWOG lady right out of her. First a pleasure book, now a virtual. What next?

“Come on.” He took her to the bridge of the Damn You.

Jynx considered the room from the doorway. He followed her gaze. Wads of paper reports were intertwined in stacks of books. Pens, pencils and pads of paper with sketches were semi-organized on the port side. Starboard side had her purse, shoes and more books in a jumbled pile. Various pieces of equipment were scattered around in diverse states of repair.

He looked at the lone chair. “Hmm.”

“What? Is something missing? In all of this mess, how can you tell?” She covered her giggle by lifting her hand.

“There’s only one chair.” He looked at what he’d always mockingly called his throne, the seat of his empire. Custom-made of the best black Byzantine leather, it was wider and taller than most pilot chairs and deliciously comfortable.

“No copilot seat?” She looked around the room. “Perhaps the clutter took on a life of its own and ate it.”

“No copilot.” He quickly cleaned up the mess by cramming everything into the storage lockers, where he should have kept it in the first place, then dropped into the chair he knew better than the back of his own hand. “Do you mind sitting on my lap?”

An adventurous smile crossed her face as she considered his lap. “I don’t mind if you don’t.” Warm and soft and rather eager, she settled herself against his thighs. “What do all of these things do?”

Her curious gaze darted around the array of electronics. In addition to the main deck, two walls of equipment went up then over their heads in an arc. Sensors banked every inch of space around the main window, like a band around the inside nose of his ship. He had more gleeps on his ship than most double-team pilots could handle, let alone a solitary man.

He considered his bridge through her inexperienced eyes and realized it must look extremely complicated. Then again, his console would freak out an experienced pilot. But to him, his ship was a tool he used every day. As familiar and comfortable to him as his toothbrush.

He pointed to the main deck console. “There’s basic stuff like fuel, speed, direction.” He pointed to the sides of the arc. “There’s other more complicated stuff, like electrical storage, weapons, grav, things like that.”

“All the blinking lights make it look like a holiday tree.” She looked around, rather mesmerized. “I’m sure it’s complicated, but it’s also pretty. It reminds me of some of the medical equipment I’ve used.” She peered at some of the readouts and frowned. “On closer inspection, these machines are nothing like the medical equipment I’ve used. Those I understood.”

With a few taps of his fingertip, he shut down all the lights. Blackness enveloped the bridge like a sudden blanket, causing her to recoil into him.

“Sorry.” He pressed his lips to her ear. “Don’t worry, you didn’t suddenly go blind.”

Another tap and a holo screen popped up on the main window. Swiveling his chair around, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her tight, he slid out a keypad.

She took a startled breath at his sudden movements.

“I need the keypad, and I didn’t want to bash it into your knees.”

Watching the characters on the holo, he rapidly tapped up Labyrinth. She pressed close as he commanded his empire. She smelled wonderful. Her scent was not all cluttered up by IWOG products, and he found her natural scent painfully arousing. She smelled of strawberry shampoo, a bit of soap, but mostly her body. Her scent filled him with carnal need. If he took a deep enough breath, he swore he could taste her. Taste the places he wanted to lick. He had to get off this train of thought, and fast.

“Why aren’t the stars streaming by like little points of light?” She looked through the holo to the Void beyond the main window.

“Because we’re not moving.” He tried to keep his focus on her words and not the press of her bottom against his upper legs.

“We’re just hanging here in space?”

“Yeah. No point in rushing anywhere. I haven’t decided yet where to go next.” There weren’t a lot of places he could go.

“Does anyone know we’re here?”

“Nope.”

“We are utterly alone out here.”

Tasting her by breathing through his mouth and nose, he pulled her close. “Utterly.”

Turning to him, she said, “I’ve never been alone before. Alone like this.” Casting her gaze back to the darkness, she added, “Alone with only one other person where not a soul can see or hear or even know that we exist.”

The idea clearly excited her. Her body seemed poised at the wonder of it, luxuriating in the discovery. Obviously she’d never known privacy, where he’d known far too much.

He spent most of his time alone, just hanging out in his ship somewhere in the Void. When he got lonely or bored, he went planet-side. Such cravings for contact didn’t happen often. He could register himself as an expert on how one person could entertain himself. But lately, the hunger for contact consumed him more often and with stronger intensity each time. He hated to admit it, but he was lonely. He wanted a woman to love, a woman who would love him.

“You’ve never been out into the Void before, have you?” He remembered what it was like to live on Banna. Privacy was a luxury few could afford. Most IWOG consumers were never alone. Even in your home, tucked in your bed, coms could go off with breaking news. A friend or family member could call at anytime day or night because of the universal time differential. Even if you managed to escape the press of the media, you could never really be alone with your thoughts because the potential intrusion loomed. Holos, highdef-billboards, talking vid on the palm coms, streaming adverts from products. IWOG consumers were surrounded by constant chatter.

“Not like this,” she whispered. “Only on ships with thousands of other consumers. Most of them talking on their palms. Nothing so private. So quiet.” She snuggled tighter and closed her eyes. She lifted her head and sniffed deep, like an animal tasting the wind. Sighing, she settled back. “I find I like the very feel of the Void.”

“Are you afraid?” He wondered if he meant about the danger of space itself, or if she might suddenly be afraid of him. She’d enticed him mightily, and he’d tried to scare her off, but he hoped she wasn’t afraid of him. Because he really wouldn’t hurt her. Nice Guy Nash. Jynx nailed that pretty well.

“Are there any ships or planets near us?” she asked with a lazy curiosity and without opening her eyes.

He swiveled his chair with a press of his foot against the floor, rotating them. He checked the wide scanner. “Not within the first perimeter.” He shut it off. “Anything gets beyond that range and the Damn You will alert me.”

“And we have all the fuel, food and such we need?”

“For a good long while.” He calculated. He had enough to run his ship for three months if he scrimped. A sudden pang of shame washed over him because he wanted to lavish upon her every luxury her heart could desire. Where once he could have, his current precarious financial situation made him unable to do so. A lady like Jynx deserved a lot better than a simplistic life aboard a starship with a man who could offer her next to nothing.

“Then no, I am not afraid.” She settled back into his lap. That damn swelling came back very fast and very sudden, but she didn’t move away. “I take it you’re not afraid either.”

No matter what he did, she didn’t react the way he thought she would. Or should. Every time he turned around, this lovely woman surprised him.

“No.” He looked to the Void. “There’s nothing out there I can’t handle.” Problem was, he had a luscious bundle of woman in his lap that was a hell of a lot more frightening than anything out there. If disaster loomed, it was already on his ship, snuggled up in his lap like she’d been custom-made for him. She not only enticed the big brain but the little one too. Didn’t matter which one was in charge, since they both wanted the same thing: Jynx Brennan.


Chapter Thirteen

“I think, for the first time in my life, I’m not afraid.” Relaxing her head until she reclined against him, she enjoyed feeling his body, including his growing erection, as she considered the utter emptiness of space around them. “I feel comfortable and safe.”

“You are safe. If you’re comfortable, that’s good too.” He squirmed a bit, trying to subtly draw her away from his bulge.

“Would you feel more comfortable if I rode side-saddle?”

“What?” Judging by the shocked tremor in his voice, he must have seen her positioned in a multitude of tawdry ways.

“I could sit sideways across your lap. You might find it more comfortable.”

Clearing his throat, he said, “Yeah, okay.”

She held her knees together and slid her legs along his, then pressed her back into the right armrest. Her hip now had an even better impression of his ever-growing erection, and she deliberately nestled close.

Groaning, he scooted left, lifting her up until she sat on his right thigh. He gave a sigh of relief.

She bet he was relieved. All that pressure behind those faded jeans. If he thought his erection offended her, he was hopelessly wrong. His arousal excited her and spurred hers on. To be alone with him where they could do or say anything they wanted without fear of reprisal was a heady freedom indeed.

“How did your ship gets its name?” she asked, distracting herself from how strong he was to just pick her up and move her bodily without much effort.

“Do you like her name?” Foster was still squirming a bit in the chair, trying to get comfortable.

“Her? Your ship is female? How can you tell?”

“All ships are girls,” he said matter-of-factly.

“A girl named Damn You? Odd name for anyone.”

“I didn’t name her. Her bridge didn’t look like this when I bought her either.”

While they talked, he tapped at the keypad he pulled from under the main console.

“Who named the ship?” Characters and snippets of animation scrolled across the holo too fast for her to read or understand.

“Fairing’s cook.”

Jynx narrowed her eyes as she consulted her memory. She’d heard tales about a famous cook. “A warrior-cook, wasn’t he?”

“She.”

“Fairing’s cook was a woman?” For some reason, she’d always assumed the heroic figure to be male, but it pleased her to discover the legend was a woman.

“Yeah. Is. She’s still alive and kicking in the Fringe.” Foster continued to tap at the keypad. He told her he was changing a few of the parameters on the game to make it easier for her to play.

“You’ve met this person?” She knew many IWOG tales were based on real people, but the information still surprised her. Foster had led a lifestyle almost completely opposite from hers.

“Kraft. I’ve worked for her. Anyway, she named the ship.”

“The Damn You was her ship?”

“No. Ever heard of Michael Parker?”

That name rang an instant bell and caused her to shudder with revulsion. “Overlord?” Tales of his criminal enterprise and legendary sexual exploits flitted through her mind.

“Yeah. This was his ship.”

She couldn’t help but gasp in shock. “You know him?”

“Do business with him all the time.” Foster pulled back a bit so he could look at her.

“The Michael ‘Overlord’ Parker?” She made quote marks in the air.

“One in the same.” Foster flashed her a dangerous smile.

“Michael is the IWOG’s most wanted. He’s said to be—”

“Almost as bad as Roberts says you are.” Foster cut her off and tilted his head roguishly.

She considered with a sheepish grin. “He’s not what IWOG tales hold him to.”

“No,” Foster said softly, still trying to get comfortable.

“Nor are you.” She looked up in time to see him frown.

“Depends.” He shrugged and turned his gaze to the blinking lights on the equipment panels that went around the nose of his ship. “Anyway, the Damn You was Michael’s ship.”

“Overlord was a Runner?” She’d never heard that bit of information.

“No. He was a slaver who got out of the business after six months and sold the ship to me. He decided he could make more money smuggling books.”

“Books?” That didn’t sound at all like the man she’d heard about. “That still doesn’t explain the name of your ship.”

“I’m getting to that, but you keep interrupting.” Foster lifted a brow. “When Michael, who had been involved with Kraft, up and decided to become a slaver, Kraft said, ‘Damn you.’ Michael tried to explain himself, but she only shouted ‘Damn you’ at him as she stalked away in disgust. In defiance, he named his ship the Damn You.”

Jynx thought about the stories that had filled her ears since she was an impressionable youth. Foster could just be spinning more of the same, but she didn’t think so. She believed him. He knew these people and knew the truth behind the infamous reputations.

“Overlord used this ship to sell men and women?” Cold shivers turned her spine to ice. A dull insistent clang warned her that that was still what the ship was used for, but she pushed the thought away. Foster was a bounty hunter, not a slaver, and he wouldn’t hurt her. He’d already made that abundantly clear.

“He traded in people.” Foster nodded. “Not long. Turned his stomach after six months.” With a tsk and shake of his head, he added, “I can’t believe it took that long.”

“You don’t support slavery?”

“No.” He didn’t elaborate, and he didn’t have to. His clipped response made his abhorrence clear enough. “So, I bought the ship for a pittance and upgraded the hell out of it. Anyway, that’s how she got her name. Hasn’t ever been a soul aboard who didn’t appreciate that name, including me.” He settled back into his chair, spun until he could face the holo, then pulled the keypad to his lap. He had to wrap his right arm around her body to place both his hands on the keys. “Slide a little to the left.”

She did.

“Now, put your head so it faces the window dead on.”

Flicking his finger, he turned off all the lights.

“Fighter pilot delta, we acknowledge your distress call.”

She startled up at the urgency of the voice, but he pulled her back.

“It’s the game. Listen. Watch. Feel the ship.” At the tone of his voice, she melted into him, feeling safe within the power of his muscular arms.

Perfectly projected onto the entire cabin of the bridge, a strange land with sandy red rocks and twisted scrub brush, brutalized by a never-setting sun, rolled out. Azure skies without a cloud covered the ceiling above her head.

Vivid colors and sharply detailed animations made the simulation look as if the Damn You literally flew through the spires and delicate sandstone arches. She felt the ship rock gently from side to side as they banked through the land, flying low to the desert floor.

Far off in the distance, snowcapped mountain peaks loomed like rounds of salt. To her astonished eyes, they flew through the land as the sun set and the moon rose. Full, bright, a perfect shining orb that cast the red sandstone pale silver, the moon glowed so brightly she almost shielded her eyes. Below them, the land stretched out alien and utterly untouched by human hands.

“It’s beautiful.”

“I know. It’s like we’re flying through it.” He pulled her more fully into his arms, allowing her to center her head to the holo, which sharpened the simulation.

She was utterly spellbound as the ship suddenly veered from the mountains and settled into a valley carved by a river that raged for millennia. Each sway of the imaginary ship made the real ship below her echo in movement. She let her body meld into Foster. She found the entire experience visually stunning and physically stimulating.

“Fighter pilot delta response time”—garbled static burst—“sensors indicate”—more garbled static—“proceed with caution.”

This time, she didn’t flinch when she heard the voice coming from the back of the bridge. The ship landed in a dark nestle of shadows and went black.

Waiting breathlessly, she felt the heat of Foster’s breath tickling her ear. The moment spun out, and she almost turned to kiss him, but he spoke before she could.

“Now that we’ve landed, the bridge becomes the brainbucket for our character. We get to ride around in his skull and look out through his eyes. That’s why Labyrinth is called a first-person virtual.”

It sounded suspiciously like her ability to project. When she pointed this out to Foster, he agreed with a surprised nod, saying he’d never thought about it that way.

“What do we do now?” Excitement riveted her attention to the holo projection.

“We explore this alien environment.”

“Show me.”

Fighter pilot delta walked along the moonlit river for a while until he came upon a collection of sandstone monoliths. Strange spirals and connect-the-dot patterns reminiscent of constellations were carved into the rocks that lined the swollen river. Churning water was loud against her ears and vibrated the ship. With a quick tap, Foster turned the volume down so he could help her decipher the puzzle.

Since he’d played the virtual before, he coaxed her through solving the clues. The carved constellations made a map in the sky that took her in a logical order to a singular destination. As she touched the correct patterns in the right order, an obelisk of sandstone grew out of the center of the river. Her challenge now was to find a way to get their character out there.

With a little prodding from Foster, fighter pilot delta navigated the river by sinking a rope carrying spike in the opposite wall. He finally faced the thick metal door centered on the obelisk. As they looked up, clouds heavy with rain obscured the bright light of the full moon.

“Dare we go inside?” Foster asked with a booming bwahahaha that he made echo over the ship.

“We dare.” She giggled. “If it gets too scary, we can shut it off, right?”

“Absolutely.” He rubbed the side of his face along hers, his sharp beard tingling her flesh. “All you have to do is say stop.”

She knew he was talking about the game, but she heard the undercurrent in what he said. All she had to do was say stop, and he would, about anything.

“Then let’s go.”

Fighter pilot delta pushed open the door in the sandstone obelisk. A vast foyer of smooth purple marble stood empty. Three darkened hallways led off from the echoing room. Over each hallway rose an arch marked in different languages, none of which Jynx could read.

Foster translated them effortlessly. “We want this one.” He pointed straight ahead.

With a few taps of his long, thick finger, he moved their character below the arched words and into the dark hallway…

She had a wonderful time sitting in his lap, playing Labyrinth, as she felt herself hanging perfectly still in space. Time moved. Her body moved. Foster moved. The ship moved. But physically, they didn’t really move from the point in space Foster hung them to. They dangled like a holiday tree ornament.

She didn’t understand why the IWOG called games like this murder simulators. Murder was a horrible crime of insanity and passion, and she’d experienced far too much of its realities as a surgeon. But that had nothing to do with the game. Calling a virtual a murder simulator was absurd when killing wasn’t the point. You didn’t run about the game killing everyone. You cautiously navigated the game trying to figure out what was going on. If someone or something got in your way, you had to be careful about killing them. They might be an ally without whom you couldn’t proceed. Or they might be an enemy who would betray you without conscience. The main reason she could see why the IWOG decried any type of virtual was that they were singular entertainment for the most part, like reading. You did it alone, and the IWOG didn’t like when people had time alone to think. Thinking could be ever so dangerous.

“We have to kill this guy. If we don’t, he’s going to kill that other guy, and we need him to open that door.” Foster blew the misshapen hulk away. Red gobs spattered everywhere, coating the bridge helmet windows in gore, bathing them in ruby light.

Jynx recoiled with a horrified gasp.

“Shit. Sorry. I’ve got the splatter factor to full.” Hasty and apologetic, he tapped the keypad controls.

“Leave it.” She stayed his hand. “I want to see the game the way you play it.”

He smiled sheepishly as he turned the spatter factor to full along with the sound effects. After cleaning the gore off, he took their character down miles of roughhewn hallways. Footsteps echoed as they continued deeper into the structure.

“Are you having fun?” Foster lowered the sound a bit as he whispered the question to her ear.

“Yes.”

“So am I.”

Fighter pilot delta pushed open a rickety door of iron-wrapped wood and entered a cavernous room.

“Watch this.”

Foster made their character take an object they’d found earlier and toss it into the vast space. An explosion shook the ship.

“That’s not—”

“It’s the game. Watch.”

To her astonished eyes, the whole cavern lit up. Water, still and slick as obsidian, covered the floor. She actually lifted her feet and curled deeper into his lap so as not to get her socks wet. Firework-bright light illuminated the area. Wincing, covering her eyes, she then opened them slowly as the white light faded. A magical world of pastel spires and sand-dribbled castles filled the cavern around her. Pastel luminescence came from within each ethereal creation.

All went quiet.

He nuzzled her ear. “What do we do now?”

She swallowed hard. Did he mean the game or them?

Realizing her answer would be the same either way, she said, “I want to play this out to the end.”



Hours later, Jynx yawned.

“Sleepy?” he asked.

“Yes. What time is it?”

He chuckled softly into her ear as he saved their game and shut that part of the system down. “Time is a strange thing out in space. Standard time puts it at”—he turned the chair, flipped a switch—“sixteen hundred, thirty-six minutes.”

“Four thirty-six in the afternoon?”

“Yeah, for standard time, but out here? It’s whatever time we want it to be.”

After a pause, she said, “You have to be on-world for time to matter that way.”

“See? You’re getting the knack already. I’ll make a spacer out of you yet.”

“Jynx Brennan, space doctor.” She giggled, sounding a little punch drunk from the late hour. “I vote it’s nighttime, because I want to go to bed.”

“By your prox-clock, the sixteen/eight split intervals in the cell room, it’s about three in the morning.”

“That explains it.” She turned to him. “Where am I going to sleep tonight?”

He ducked his head and determinedly fiddled with the control panel. “I have to put you back in your cell.” He didn’t want to. He wanted to put her in his bed, but didn’t dare, because he’d never let her sleep. Given half a chance, he’d be all over her. “That’s the only place there’s another bed besides mine.”

“I think my cell is probably the best place for me at the moment.” She stood and stretched. Her hands barely brushed the upper array of electronics.

“Why’s that?” He tried to keep his gaze on her face and off the lush promise of her body below that clinging lilac dress but failed miserably.

“I want to sleep. If I went with you to your bed, I don’t think I’d feel much like sleeping.” She turned to him and grinned impishly. “If you did, I’d be horribly insulted.”

He didn’t know what to say, so he stood and simply walked away from the bridge. She followed him through the ship and back to the cell room. Once he ushered her into her cell, he pulled the door closed.

“Do you really need to lock the door?” She didn’t appear to be upset, only curious.

“For your safety, yes.” He wouldn’t be turning the autofires on, but there were other dangers on his ship. He swept his gaze from her sock-covered toes to her gently mussed hair. He swallowed hard. “You’re just safer in there.”

“Actually, so are you.” Lifting her chin, she gazed at him through the durosteel bars. “Given half a chance, I know I’d find my way to your bed.”

Shaking his head, he uttered a frustrated sigh. “You can stop now, okay? You don’t have to entice me anymore.”

Her eyebrows rose, and she laughed. “Do you think I’m pretending to be interested in you so I can obtain my freedom?” She flashed him that don’t-be-ridiculous frown. “A moot point at this juncture, don’t you think?”

He didn’t know what to think, but he didn’t want to take things too seriously. “I think you need to think about what you’re going to do. If you’re going to stay here with me on the ship, it would be best if we didn’t get too involved.”

“If I stayed with you on this ship and did things with you like curl up in your lap for a few hours to play a virtual, I think it would be impossible to keep my mind or my hands off you. I’m not made out of stone. Neither are you.” Her gaze swept him slowly with a long linger on his hips. “Well, for the most part you’re not.”

His case of permarection made him grimace and look down at the floor. “I guess maybe we shouldn’t do that anymore.” He knew without a doubt that she could see his simultaneous pleasure and guilt. He felt like a little boy who wanted those cookies in the jar and constantly reached for them but got caught every single time. To his shock, she didn’t slap his hand down but boldly slipped a handful of goodies to him, which only made him feel more guilty.

“Did you have a good time tonight?” she asked.

“Yeah, of course I did.” He hid his eyes with his sandy blond bangs. “I’ve never done that with anybody. I mean, I play with myself all the time.” As the words caught up to his sleep-deprived brain, he gave a hard, embarrassed laugh. “I need some sleep.”

Her rolling chuckle only made him laugh harder.

“What I meant to say is that I usually do that alone.” He paused. “Play the computer game alone. No virtual has ever turned me on the way it did tonight, but I don’t think that game had a hell of a lot to do with why I almost split my pants.” He sighed and ran his hand through his hair, pulling it out of his eyes. “All around, I have to say I had a great time tonight.”

“So did I.” Her otherworldly eyes connected to his with an intensity that almost pushed him back a step. He held on by sheer force of will. “I want to stay on your ship with you. I want to be with you. Not just as your doctor or your friend or even as a member of your crew. I want to be your lover too. So, you see, my decision is already made. You need to decide if you can accept all of that from me.”

Unable to match her bold honesty, he dropped his gaze to the floor and let his bangs again cover his eyes. He wanted all of that, and more, but couldn’t quite trust himself to say anything, so he walked away, turned the lights off, then closed the door.

For a moment, he leaned against the smooth durosteel, thinking about how dangerous this situation had become. Why was he so afraid to accept what she willingly offered? It seemed unfair to him. Jynx really wasn’t free. She didn’t have anywhere else to go. She chose him because she had no other choice, and that annoyed the hell out of him. Worse, if he kept her, he was guaranteed of a lifelong and powerful enemy in Roberts. Foster had enough adversaries by virtue of his work, but not one nearly as dangerous as Roberts. Getting the upper hand didn’t mean he’d keep it. Once he made his way to his bed, he tossed and turned until exhaustion finally overwhelmed the doubts in his mind.


Chapter Fourteen

In the dark, Jynx brushed her teeth, washed her face, undressed and put on her borrowed robe. She rinsed her panties and bra, hung up her dress, snuggled finally into her bunk, but couldn’t sleep.

Perhaps Foster wasn’t attracted to her and simply couldn’t help his reaction. Any woman in his lap would give him an erection. But it hadn’t seemed that way. He seemed interested in her. Why else would he be so careful to inform her she didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to?

Most men would assume that if they let her live with them, there would be an automatic sexual component to the relationship. Most men. But not the ever more complex Foster Nash.

He’d seemed like a proud little boy tonight, showing her his toys. Truly he floored her when he asked her if she wanted to play, because the first thought in her mind was playing in bed. Playing the computer game, snuggled up in his lap, had been the most freedom she’d ever known in her life.

He’d shown her a world she’d never known existed. Alongside the dangers inherent in his world stood a host of singular pleasures she’d never dreamed of experiencing. Privacy most of all. Even in a stupor of drunken abandon with Brandt, she’d felt watched and self-conscious as they’d frantically pawed each other under the utilitarian enotex sheets on her small and lonely bed, in her ridiculously small and painfully nondescript apartment. How odd that on a ship in a cell with a virtual camera in her face, she felt perfectly relaxed and uninhibited. Perhaps because the only person who could watch was Foster.

As big and strong and fearsome as he was, he was also gentle and kind and compassionate. Something more than just his sheer physical attractiveness made her abandon all she’d ever known to just be with him. She couldn’t put her finger on why. His marshmallow heart, perhaps, or the way he looked at her. His kindness. His proud little boy grin that turned suddenly adult, knowing, and dangerously wise. If she wasn’t careful, she’d fall head over heels in love with the very confusing and infinitely compelling Foster Nash

“Why do I have to be careful? I can fall in love with him if I want. I’m free to do whatever I want now.” Snuggling into the covers, she smiled into the dark. Roberts destroyed her old life, but there was a very curious freedom in her new one. She frowned. Doubt began to gnaw at her happiness when she considered that escaping Roberts had been too easy. As much as she wanted to believe Foster that it was over, and she was somewhat free, she didn’t really believe that she was. Jynx simply didn’t believe that Roberts would ever give up until one of them was dead.





“Rise and shine!” Foster entered the cell room and found Jynx still curled up in bed. Blinking, she rolled over, smiled at him, stretched, then yawned deeply.

“What time is—never mind.” She tightened her robe and swung her legs out of bed. “It doesn’t matter what time it is. As far as I’m concerned, it’s morning.”

“You catch on quick, young grasshopper.”

“I’m getting the hang of this space thing.” She yawned hugely again and stretched her arms over her head, drawing his borrowed robe tight against her breasts. Sleep-warm nipples grew hard against the cool air.

“Jynx Brennan, space doctor.” He tried not to look but couldn’t help himself. The flannel robe gaped open, and the vision of her voluptuous legs took his breath away. What she said last night came rushing back; she wasn’t made of stone and neither was he, even though it felt like he had a permanent rock in the front of his pants. If he didn’t do something about this swelling, it would get mighty painful.

“Speaking of the computer game,” he’d said, “I play with myself all the time.” He should have taken himself up on the offer after leaving her last night. Had he, he wouldn’t be nearly as crippled by the throbbing in his jeans as he was now. Damn the little brain whose voice grew ever louder and more insistent. How in the Void would he keep his hands off her?

“I’m going to take a shower and get dressed. If you want, I’ll help you with breakfast or lunch or whatever. I guess if there’s no time, then everything is just a meal.” She brushed her teeth while he watched, then turned and finger-combed her hair.

“Yeah, okay.” A little dazed, he stood watching her. He’d come into the cell room, forcing himself to be bright and cheerful, determined to just be friendly until he could decide what to do. As soon as he laid eyes on her, he couldn’t seem to get control back from the little brain.

Smiling at him over her shoulder, she caught his gaze. “If you’re going to stand there and watch, you might as well join me.”

To his amazement, she slid the robe off. Plaid flannel pooled at her feet. She turned the shower on, adjusted the temperature of the water and stepped under the spray.

Someone had nailed his feet to the floor, because as hard as he tried to move away, he couldn’t. She seemed oblivious to him as she shampooed her hair. Strawberries filled the steamy air and iridescent bubbles travel along her neck, to her breasts, to the smooth curve of her belly, then down her legs.

When she took the bar of soap and began to lather it along her arms, scooping down to cup her breasts, he finally forced his feet to move.

In the wrong direction.

He walked to the cell door, unlocked it, yanked it open and strode to the shower.

She smiled; then her eyes went wide as he entered the shower fully dressed. He took the soap from her, tossed it aside, grabbed her hands, and pressed her against the gray plastic wall. Before he allowed himself to even think about what he was doing, he lowered his head and kissed her.

Water-wet lips slid across his as he pressed closer, opening her mouth with his tongue. He met her gasping sigh with his own. Urgently she pressed against him, rubbing her hips against his, making him utter a frustrated growl as he pulled away.

“What the hell am I doing?” He let go of her hands.

“Something wonderful.” She lifted her head. “Don’t stop now.”

Sliding his just-shaved face along her neck to place his mouth at her ear, he whispered, “I’m completely dressed and soaking wet.” A conservative trickle of water hit between his shoulder blades as he pressed her to the textured plastic wall of the prison shower.

“Even if I wasn’t in the shower, I’d still be soaking wet,” she whispered back.

He hissed a vulgar expletive, holding her pinned as he tried to catch his breath. Against his will, he slid his hand down her body, seeking out the hot wetness between her legs.

With mumbled encouragement, she turned her hips to the side, offering herself to him.

Another even more vulgar expletive came unbidden to his mouth as his fingers slid effortlessly over her mound, then teased across her slick folds. On the verge of moaning her name, Foster growled when one of the electronic gizmos on his belt gave out a high-pitched keening, then fizzled to silence.

Reluctantly, they broke apart.

“Damn.” He looked down at his belt then up into plaintive otherworldly eyes. Jynx looked as frustrated as he felt. This was not the ending he’d anticipated.

Forcing his attention to his equipment, he said, “Finish up. I’ve got to go see if there’s something wrong with the ship.”



Jynx couldn’t help but giggle as he squished his way across the floor. She couldn’t believe he’d come into the shower fully dressed, as if he just couldn’t wait one more second to kiss her.

A shiver ran down her back, because she also couldn’t believe she’d dropped his over-size robe, daring him like that. Freedom seemed to have gone to her head and thoroughly corrupted her. And then another thought wiped away all her giddiness—what if that squeal from his equipment indicated something was wrong with the ship? She rushed through the rest of her shower, dressed, then followed the wet footprints.

Foster was in the middle of pulling a dry blue T-shirt over his head when she entered his bedroom. She got a quick glimpse of his muscled chest, but one glance was enough. She couldn’t wait to stroke the strong planes with her fingers, smooth oil all over him, then slide her body along his to make a hot, wanton friction.

He looked up. For the life of her, she swore he knew exactly what she’d just been thinking. If he slipped a bottle of oil into her hands and told her to have at it, she wouldn’t have been surprised. Moreover, she would have eagerly complied.

“Everything okay?” She looked at the bundle of wet clothing on the floor of his spartan bedroom. Decorated in shades of blue, from the navy carpet to the pewter-blue sheets, everything was simple, basic and unquestionably masculine.

“Yeah.” He gave a wry smile and a nod to his soaked equipment belt drying out on the edge of his disheveled bed. Apparently, he’d slept no more soundly than she. “Busted my scanner, but I have another one.”

“I still can’t believe you did that.”

“Me either.” He tucked his shirt in.

“Very sexy.” She felt a giddy, nervous thrill in her belly when she looked at him.

“Sexy or stupid.”

“Sexy.”

He bit his lip, then grinned. “Are you hungry?”

“Very. We didn’t eat much last night.”

“Yeah.” He turned and walked away.

She noticed he had a habit of doing that when he wasn’t sure what to say. Not that she minded, really. Given how much time he spent alone, it was only natural. She followed him to the small galley.

“I don’t have much around, mostly stasis stuff, since I don’t cook.” He yanked open the pantry and offered her a variety of foods in see-through plastic packages. “What do you fancy today?”

“Let’s see what you’ve got.”

They debated the merits of each meal, finally settled on something and ate, trying not to stare too much at each other.

There could have been a hundred other people on the ship and she wouldn’t have noticed. She could have been eating recycled cardboard and wouldn’t have noticed. All of her attention was consumed by him.

Searching for something to say as they washed their dishes side by side at the sink, she looked up at him, and asked, “Can we play that game again?”

He cocked his head to the side. “Which one?” His voice rumbled with innuendo.

Uttering a delighted giggle, she said, “If we play the shower game again, you should take off your clothes. Or at least your belt.”

“Yeah, well, I feel naked without that on.”

“There’s a thought.” She nudged him with her hip. “But I meant the computer game.”

“See, this is how it starts.”

“Pardon me?”

“The addiction.” He nodded gravely. “Tragic, really.”

“Those games are addictive?” Actually, she did want to continue the game to find out what happened, but more than that, she wanted to spend the day in his lap. Wholeheartedly she acknowledged that addiction and couldn’t wait to indulge her craving again.

“Virtuals are terribly addictive. Lucky for you, I have about a hundred of them. You’ll be able to keep yourself entertained for a lifetime.” He dried his hands off, then handed her the towel. “Not that you should spend the rest of your life playing games. Not that that’s all I’m offering or anything. I mean, there’s lots of stuff you could do around here besides games, and—”

“You’ll hyperventilate if you don’t stop. Relax.” She pressed her finger to his lips. “It’s going to take time to work out all the details of how, exactly, this is going to work. For today, let’s just play.”





“Don’t shoot!”

But he’d spoken a second too late. A round from her blaster ripped the purple ball of tentacles apart. The alien slumped down into a quivering mass of lavender goo.

“He’s a good guy?” Jynx tossed the comment over her shoulder as she played solo in his big black chair.

“Yep. You just blew away your only hope.” He walked over to the main console. “Here, let me drive for a second.”

She climbed out of the leather pilot chair, and he threw himself down. “I’m going back to the last save and start you from there. This time, don’t shoot the purple tentacle guy. Hit that glowing green thing on the ceiling before it gets over the purple guy’s head.”

After resetting the game, he offered his chair to her.

Jynx sat down and ran the scenario again. When she shot the green glob, the alien oozed down on the purple tentacle guy, burning off limbs. She was furious when her character didn’t have any medical supplies to save him.

“Ridiculous!” She stood and glared at the game with her hands on her hips, pulling the lilac fabric of her dress tight against her white lace thong. “There should be something in my inventory to help—”

“You’re such a doctor.” He laughed gently as he explained again that healing injured creatures simply wasn’t an option.

“Fine,” she conceded the point irritably. “So just what did I do wrong now?”

He shook his head. “See what I mean?”

“What?”

In her blazing irritation, she’d dropped the garden-party façade, and he had to fight down a smile. “About that addiction thing?”

Jynx realized she glared at him as if her inability to triumph were his fault. She flashed him an embarrassed grimace.

“I’m so close to the last level, the answer to the whole puzzle, and it’s driving me mad that I can’t get beyond this room.” Jynx was no longer prim, proper, pardon and thank you. The game had corrupted a part of the IWOG lady right out of her. She knew it just as surely as he did. “I’m sorry I’m yelling at you over something so trivial, a game of all things. You must think I’m crazy.”

“Nope. Been there, done that. Here.” He swiveled the chair around, scooped her into his lap, then turned to the main console. “Let me show you how.”

“Watch the master in action.”

He groaned when she snuggled close. “If that’s the way you want to put it.” He liked her calling him master. “It took me six hours to get through that last door the first time I played this.” He ran the scenario, trying desperately to keep his focus on the game when all he wanted to think about was Jynx. Strawberry lingered in her hair and made him think of her all wet and naked in the shower.

Tapping rapidly, he moved their character through the maze of sharp obsidian spires. He couldn’t help but jerk and move the way his character needed to in order to sidestep the dangers and make his way to the last door.

“I like how you do that.”

“Do what?”

“Move your body the way you want to move the character.”

“Body English doesn’t actually help, but I seem to think it will.”

“Seems to work for you better than me.” Jynx pressed herself close as their character approached a huge iron door.

“And now,” he said, flipping a switch, which made his voice boom over the ship. “The final answer to the perplexing question of why you’ve worked so hard to open this door.”

Jynx squirmed with anticipation.

He made their character push the sixty-foot-tall iron door open. The hinges creaked with a rusty groan that shook the Damn You like a wet dog.

“It better be good.” She strained forward, breathless, only to slump back into him with disappointment. “It’s empty.”

Letting his voice boom, he uttered a hardy bwahahaha that gripped the ship.

“And the point?” Frustration laced her voice.

He cut the echo play on the com and philosophically said, “The moral of the story, the point, is that sometimes, the tale is never really finished.” He shrugged apologetically.

“There’s another layer to this game.” She gave a frustrated sigh and rolled her eyes.

“You catch on quick, young grasshopper.” He tapped up the holo screen, then opened up the next part of Labyrinth. “This game goes on for several planets before you even get close to the final reckoning.”

“That’s cruel.” She frowned delicately. “I should get something for all that effort.”

“You do. Watch.” He made their character enter the room, walk to the far wall, and insert a gold keycard into a slot. “Settle back, Jynx. You’ll like this.”

She curled against his chest as she kept her head centered to the main window.

Blackness, thick and heavy, covered them as slow, mystical music filled the bridge. Off in the distance loomed a spinning orb. Approaching, they fell through atmo then a vast blue ocean gave way to sand strewn beaches. They flew across the land to a thick green forest. Way far away on the horizon was a tiny triangle. They flew toward it endlessly. Ever so slowly the triangle grew into a fierce sharp thrust of black through the crust.

“It’s a gigantic volcano,” she said.

Racing up the ever angling slopes, their ship swooped in and out of nooks and crannies in the massive volcanic mountain. One ridge could hold an entire city. Falling into a crevice, they raced up to a waterfall well over two miles tall. Cascading water centered by lush green foliage and black basalt.

Jynx gasped.

In the game, their ship darted through the water, and the Damn You lurched out from under them as if millions of gallons of water actually poured over the ship.

She turned and wrapped her arms around him.

“It’s the game. Just watch.”

Casting him a wary eye, she turned her head. Their ship settled down in a cave behind the waterfall.

As their character stepped from the ship, the pounding of the water became almost deafening but eased as he went deeper into the cave.

“Now we have to work our way through this planet?” She leaned over to place her hands on the keypad.

“Yep.” He settled back to watch her play.

“Absolutely addictive.” She moved their character forward as she darted her gaze over the sensors before her. Jynx picked up how to play the virtual so fast, it was as if she’d had the skill implanted into her brain.

“I tried to tell you.”

“Not until after you hooked me with the first dose.”

“True. Still, I tried to warn you.”

“What else do you do when you’re alone out here?”

“Read. Blast music. Chomp bubblegum. Pump iron. Practice languages. Paint—well, that’s why there aren’t any other bedrooms. I’m out here by myself most of the time, so all the crew rooms are hobby rooms. That’s why we’ll have to find you a different place to bunk up. I mean, we’ll have to pick a room and clean it out so you can have a place, your own place, where you can have some privacy. There’s cameras in the cells but not in the crew quarters. I wouldn’t spy on you—”

Turning, she cut off his babbling by pressing a finger to his lips. “The cell room is fine if you’ll just stop locking me in.”

“That’s not it, Jynx.” He swallowed hard. “I’m not locking you in so much as I’m locking myself out.”

“Why? I don’t want you to.” She seemed more frustrated by him than she had been at the game. “Do you think I’m lying to you about that?”

“No. You’re interested in me. I’m interested in you. Only an idiot would doubt that. Thing is, your options are rather limited. You don’t have much of a choice. I’m probably not the guy you would pick if you had your choice.”

A light flashed. He flicked his gaze and spun sharply to the right as he held her close. He tapped the main console. First perimeter breach. He swiveled left, scanned the ship and relaxed. Pathetic 2xBasic with no upgrades.

“A woman like you, Jynx, should have a lot of choices.”


Chapter Fifteen

Jynx sat in his lap, snug and safe, then turned to the main console. “What just happened?”

“That light? First perimeter breach by a 2xBasic with no upgrades. They won’t see us until they hit the fourth perimeter.” He relayed the information to her with a confident, matter-of-fact tone.

“How far away is the first perimeter?”

“Edge of the quadrant.”

“How far is that?”

“Too far to describe. Best ship in the Void? Forty-eight hours. That thing? Don’t make me laugh.” After a chuckle, he pointed to the sensors. “That guy won’t even see us unless I want him to.”

She watched and listened as Foster pointed out the various readings. What a day ago seemed impossibly complicated began to make sense to her untrained eyes. Still, she wouldn’t want to have to even think about flying his ship. Somehow, thinking of his ship without him to pilot the craft saddened her. He’d been the ship’s pilot for so long, she had a feeling the controls would respond only to him.

“Thing is, we’re safe, and for the most part, we’re utterly alone out here. That’s why I think we should try a bit harder to just be friends because, well, it’s just us out here. Thing is, you and I—”

“If only there were a thousand men, I wouldn’t be attracted to you.”

“Something like that, I guess.”

“Throw a thousand choices in my face, and you think I’d never choose you.”

“No, just that—”

“I should have a choice.”

“Yeah.”

“I do have a choice, Mr. Nash.” She sat forward and flipped a switch, plummeting the bridge into blackness. Having observed him hitting that switch several times, she knew just what button to push. “You have a choice too.”

She stood away from him, pulled off her borrowed socks, then slipped her feet under the armrests of his chair so she could straddle his lap. Lifting her skirt so that her white lace panties pressed against the now straining bulge in his faded jeans, she sighed when they touched. In this moment, he wasn’t the triple-platinum Runner, not the man of the dangerous reputation or dubious honor, but just a man. Foster Nash. A man in the dark just as she was only a woman in the dark.

Timeless erotic need compelled her to find his ear and whisper, “Had I a thousand men to choose from, I would still pick you.” Trailing her lips down his neck, rubbing against him like an alley cat in heat, she breathed, “If you had a thousand women to choose from, would you pick me?”

When she felt him reach for the light switch, she captured his wrist. She realized her folly in trying to restrain him when her tiny fingers barely encircled half.

“Don’t. Foster, please, don’t.” She realized her aggressiveness repulsed him. “If you don’t want me, please tell me in the dark where it won’t hurt so much.”

When he didn’t move and didn’t answer, she slid up his lap with a passionate gladness for the shame-hiding dark.

Groaning low and deep in his chest, he hauled her back down by gripping her hips with his massive hands. His sudden forceful move made her whole body shiver as she crushed against him.

“I just wanted to see you in the light.” On the edge of a deep breath, he pressed her gently to him. “I want to see you and that glow in your eyes. Watch the colors change along the strands of your hair.” He nuzzled her neck. “I like seeing my lover in the light.”

Curling herself to him in velvet thick shadows, she tilted her mouth to his ear. “I’ve never known darkness like this, privacy like this.” Soaking white lace slid smoothly along the rough edge of his button fly. “We’re alone out here, and that’s exactly what I want.” She rubbed her clit hard against the thick seam of his jeans as she lifted her face along his. “Don’t turn on the lights. Don’t see. Feel.” Taking her own advice, she felt the harsh rasp of his well-after-five shadow against her cheek. “Just stop thinking so much about everything and be with me.”

Biting his ear, she gasped when he gripped her hips and pulled her hard against his body as he bucked up between her legs. Friction made a hot, hard swipe against her clit. She arched back as his hands cupped her bottom and pulled her even tighter.

“This is getting very close to critical mass.”

His voice sounded strained, harsh and yet almost pleading.

“I know, Mr. Nash.” She tried not to moan, but she did when he molded her body to his with possessive intensity.

“No, I don’t think you do.” He grasped her shoulders, pressed her back, and dragged his new beard down her face and her throat. He yanked down the zipper of her dress so he could force the scoop neck aside to rub his rough whiskers against the sensitive flesh of her breasts.

She pulled her dress lower, exposing her lace-clad breasts to him. He couldn’t see what she did in the dark, but he knew, and he groaned, the low rumbling a call of encouragement.

After sliding the dress off her arms, she angled his head to her breasts. “Tell me about critical mass, Mr. Nash.”

“It’s too late.” Using his chin, he forced one cup down, drew her nipple into his mouth and nibbled the oh-so-tender flesh to a hard bud. He did the same to her other breast, then drew back.

Waiting, she arched when he blew across her straining nipples. The icy wind contracted her skin and sent a sharp tingle down her body. Pulling back, she fumbled at the waist of his jeans. Even with her short nails, she couldn’t grasp the tab that would pop his straining top button.

Thoroughly frustrated, he pushed her hand aside, grabbed the top of his pants then yanked hard, down and right. Every button popped apart with a smart thwhap that echoed in the dark of the bridge.

“Can’t be so gentle all the time, Sweets.”

Excited by the sheer physical prowess of his movement, she lowered her hand to the silk-covered heat of his erection. “I wouldn’t want to hurt you.” She stroked him through the fabric as she pressed her mouth to his ear. “I want to please you, Mr. Nash.”

His body lifted up with his growl and she pressed her lace against his silk. Sliding against him, burning wet, soaking the fabric of his boxers, she said, “More than anything, I want you inside me, Foster.”



He never let anyone call him Foster. His hatred for his given name bordered on pathological loathing. Yet from her mouth, her bold, direct and insistent mouth, suddenly his name didn’t sound so horrible.

“I want you, Foster.” She took a deep breath that pressed her breasts against his chest and rubbed her hardened nipples against him. “I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anyone the way I want you.”

Rocking her hips, her body a graceful torture, he tried once again to stop what seemed inevitable.

“You don’t have to do this. I’ll protect you even if—”

“I want to do this.” Jynx wrapped her arms around his shoulders and continued to slide her body along his. “Please tell me the truth that you do too.”

“I want, Jynx. I want you. But—”

“No buts.” With a sigh, she kissed him. “You want. Me too. That’s enough for now.” The wetness between her wantonly spread legs slid her along his silk-clad cock. Hot honey wet stroking him with maddening grace. All those fantasies of his youth were suddenly alive and in his arms.

Jynx teased him with a small scrap of lace that would be so easy for him to yank away. If he could just plunge himself inside, one thrust into her tight heat, he’d know her body in every way that mattered. All he had to do was pull away his boxers and her saturated panties, and they would both scream with the pleasure of connection, in the dark, on the Damn You bridge, in the throne of his empire.

“Wait.” When he pushed her away, she growled like an animal.

“Wait for what?” His refined IWOG lady snarled at having her pleasure thwarted. What he wouldn’t give to see her blazing violet eyes right now.

Maneuvering her up and off his lap, he lifted her dress over her head. “Do you mind?”

“Not at all.”

He could hear her lift her hands to remove her bra.

“No. Leave it.” Finding her breasts in the dark with an accuracy that startled them both, he stroked his fingers across her exposed peaks. “Just like that.” It excited him more to imagine her nipples exposed with tawdry pride over the cups of her bra than the actual vision of it would. “Covered yet exposed.”

She surrendered with a moan. “Take off your shirt.”

He whipped the blue motton over his head and tossed the shirt aside. He couldn’t see her hand, but he felt her body heat as she cautiously sought his chest. Trailing her finger from the soft edge of his bellybutton up, she flattened her palms until she stroked him, possessive and exuberant, all the way to his face. Her small greedy hands encompassed his shoulders as she pressed her pointed breasts to his chest.

He slid off her white lace thong. She kicked them aside as she pushed at his jeans. He stepped back, practically yanked them off, then tossed them somewhere in the dark.

“What about my boxers?”

“Leave them on.” She settled him back into his chair and straddled his hips. His boxers became slick within two trips of her rocking hips. As she pushed his boxers down and away, exposing his throbbing cock to her equally throbbing heat, she said, “I can use your boxers for balance.” Forcing them down around his hips, she lifted her body, poised to pull him inside.

“Not so fast.” He grasped her hips, holding her at bay, and turned his chair. With a flick of his finger, a slow pulsing beat filled the ship, vibrating the walls with a pounding, insistent low bass roll of music that rocked the dark. He pulled her tight, angling his body until his cock waited at the entrance of her passage.

“Ride me,” he begged breathlessly, his lips curved to her ear. “Ride me like a wicked promise.” Coaxing her hips to lower against his, he demanded, “Ride me all slow and wanton like the lady you are.”

Carefully, seductively, she impaled herself on him.

“Dear God.”

He couldn’t remember if he said it or she did. It didn’t matter, because words became pointless as her slick heat rode down his shaft, engulfing and cradling his cock. When she took him fully deep, his head involuntarily went back.

For a stunned second, he stopped to feel that moment of their bodies meshed in the most intimate way possible, here in the black where usually only nightmares rested. But this time the sweet shadows brought his dream to life. He was so fully inside her, she’d hurt them both if she tried to get away.

Jynx clearly had no such thought. Using her arms against the hand rests, her legs against the edges of his pilot chair, she danced her body against his to the slowly swelling music until he thought he would go mad with pleasure.

“Foster.” She moaned his name on a breath of passion.

“Jynx.” He growled her name as he held tight to her bottom. The velvet dark around them was so thick, he could smell her and feel her, but he couldn’t see her. Rocking up, he mimicked her dance. Entranced and mesmerized and just ensnared by the reality of what had been a fantasy his whole career, he surrendered himself completely to the moment.

Cupping his hands to her hips, he lifted her up, gently at first, matching the beat of music, helping her to ride him. As her dance against him went on, he found himself digging his fingertips into her bottom. No longer did he help her ride; no, now he forced her to increase her pace.

A sudden burst compelled him to grip her flesh and slam her down as he rocked his body up. His big hands gave her no choice but to do as he wanted. Sudden and hard and damn, she just grasped the headrest of his chair with a growl as she strapped herself to him, letting him do as he pleased.

“Yes,” she moaned, tightening her body for the ride.

“Critical mass.” He tried to slow down. With a hesitant push, he drew Jynx away as if he could actually stop now.

“Show me critical mass, Mr. Nash.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I’ll tell you if you do.”

He lifted her up, slammed her down, over and over, matching the swelling beat of music. Each time he plunged into her, she let out a cross between a growl and a scream. She clutched the headrest and encouraged him with gasping moans of yes and please and oh-my-god why don’t you just—

“Am I hurting you?”

“Show me critical—”

He cut her off with a rough kiss. As the pace increased, she gripped his shoulders and hung on to him as he thrust ever harder and deeper. Afraid of his darkest desires hurting her, he tried to slow down, to be gentle, but he couldn’t. The power in his arms and hips rocking in tandem bent her lovely body to his wicked needs.

Critical mass.

Possessed by a base animal force, he snarled as he slammed her tightly against him, then gripped her shoulders, pulling her hard to him, bucking against her in a barely controlled frenzy. In the back of his mind, he thanked the dark for hiding his vulgar animal lust. He thought of backing off again, but she bit his neck, encouraging the beast within to push his humanity aside. He gave a series of pounding strokes; then he came deep inside her with gasps of consuming need that matched hers.

Shaking, groaning with release, he lowered her back so he could rub his thumb across her clit.

“Come for me, Jynx. I want to feel you.” It didn’t take long. She constricted around him, sending another wave of pleasure through his body. Panting, she rose up, kissed him, then collapsed against his chest.





Jynx didn’t know how long she stayed pressed against Foster in the dark. Time had no meaning at all anymore. She wanted to stay right where she was, wet and spent atop Foster, her legs spread around him. She thought of his voice, low and brutal, ordering her to ride him, ordering her to climax. Another shiver ran through her body.

“Don’t move.” He buried his face against her neck, seeking out her ear. “I want to stay like this for as long as we can.”

She quivered at his once brutal voice now turning tender.

“You’re trembling.” He pulled back and touched her face with care. “Oh, gods, Jynx, did I hurt you?” He fumbled for the light.

“No.” She stayed his hand, kissed him, then rolled her hips in a tight circle, keeping his penis captured within her. “I don’t want the lights yet. I just want to sit here, feeling you, alone together in the dark.”

Foster gave a strained sigh as he wrapped his arms around her. “Eventually we’ll have to move.”

“But not just yet.”

“Are you afraid to face me in the light?”

“No. It’s just there’s a freedom in the dark. I’ve never done anything like this. Primal and brutal, and oh, Foster.” She shivered as she sought out his ear. “I feel like I’m fully awake for the first time in my life.”


Chapter Sixteen

Foster held her face and gave her the softest kiss he could manage. “I didn’t want it to be like this.”

“Are you regretting—”

“Gods no. Just—I wanted candlelight, flowers, soft music, silk sheets—the whole romantic bit, you know? I wanted our first time to be special for you. Not so fast and furious, and well, damn, woman, that did happen rather quickly.” He felt a shade annoyed that he hadn’t been able to last longer.

“Fast, furious, fabulous.” Jynx stroked his chest. “I felt free to do whatever I wanted, say whatever I wanted. On Banna, I never had this kind of freedom. I always felt as if someone watched and condemned me for having these carnal needs. It’s not like that out here. Or with you. I feel safe with you in ways I can’t fully describe.”

“I went after you like an animal.” He’d been unable to control himself when she allowed him to act out a fantasy he’d kept hidden all his life.

“I wanted you to. I think if my nails weren’t all broken off, I would have ripped the hell out of your back.” Laughing, she touched the back of the pilot chair. “I ripped up your chair.”

“I think you left a mark on my neck when you bit me.”

“Did I hurt you?” She stroked his neck with probing, cautious fingers.

“No, you allowed me to free my beast.” He sighed and hugged her hard. “You wild, beautiful woman. I felt powerful and nasty and wicked.” He shook his head. “It’s never been like that.”

“How many women have been on the bridge?”

“None. I didn’t even let Laura—I’ve never let any woman on the bridge.” That was why he’d lost all control. He’d fantasized about taking a woman from his seat of power but had never actually done so.

“Why me?” she asked, kissing his neck.

“I guess because, deep down, I trust you.”



Jynx leaned back and flipped on the lights. Both of them blinked until Foster turned them down a bit.

“I had to see your face.” Touching her fingertips lightly, she brushed his hair back and kissed his cheek. “I had to see your eyes. I think we’re going to be so good together.”

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes. You’d never hurt me.”

“Why—when we were—did you call me Mr. Nash?”

“The title made me subservient to you, like when you called me Sweets. It excited me even more, verbally putting you in charge as I rode atop you. I had the power position, yet gave you the reins. When you took them so soundly, I—”

“How can you look right in my eyes and say things like that?” Foster shook his head, biting his lip as he grinned.

She felt him getting hard again, slowly, still inside her. Rolling her hips, stroking him with her body, tightening her muscles to grip him, she leaned close, looked right into his eyes, and said, “Because I can. Because that’s honestly how I feel. I feel like I can tell you anything, say anything, and I might shock you, but you won’t hate me.”

“Hell no, I won’t hate you for being bold, but it does shock me a bit. I never met a woman like you.” His gaze lowered to her breasts, her nipples still straining over the cups of white lace. He slid his hands around to the back but didn’t find the catch.

“Here, in the front.” She unhooked her bra and slowly let the white lace fall open.

He cupped her breasts in his calloused hands, rubbing his thumbs across her dark caramel peaks.

Arching back, she slipped off her bra, then tossed the lacy bundle aside. Each brush of his thumbs sent a sharp electrical charge right down the center of her body. She tightened around him and he lifted up, settling himself fully inside her.

When she rocked her hips, he whispered, “Don’t move, lovely lady. Let me touch you.” He lowered his head. “Let me taste you.” With his lips, his teeth, the rough edges of his chin and cheeks, his huge and gentle hands, Foster almost brought her to orgasm just by focusing all his attention on her tender breasts. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life. I still can’t believe you’re here, on my ship, on my lap.” He lifted his face to look right into her eyes. “With me buried inside you.”

The way he looked at her, touched her, and what he said, took her breath away.

When he lowered his head and continued, she lazily trailed her fingers through his hair.

“I feel a delicious madness with you. I’m free for the first time in my life, yet I want to be your servant. I want to do anything, everything, you want.” She shook her head. “Insanity. To taste freedom only to want to enslave myself to you.” Uttering a laugh, she asked, “Is there such a thing as space madness?”

He twitched inside her. “At the moment, I’m not too sure. Hell of it is, I want to be your master.” He stroked his finger down her face. “I want to make you feel good.” His eyes never left hers as his finger traced down to her breast. Twisting gently, he captured her nipple between his finger and thumb. “Even if I have to pleasure you against your will.”

She clamped down, her thighs gripping him as she rolled her hips. “Force me to surrender to mind-numbing orgasms, Mr. Nash.”

Ever so slowly, biting his lip in that curious-boy way, he twisted her other nipple with the same movement. “Are you trying to give me an order?”

Shivering, blinking in a slow wave, she kept up the intense eye-to-eye contact. “No, Mr. Nash. I’m waiting for your orders.”



Settling back in his pilot chair, Foster pulled her close, nestling his ever-hardening cock tight within her. With a quick grin, a flick to her clit, he turned so he could reach the main console. Three taps brought up the program he wanted. Instantly, they were in the center of a sylvan glen. A creek burbled under their feet as trees crowded around them. Birds twittered, darting from branch to branch as they sat in the center of it all.

“You make me think of a forest pixie, Jynx. Blonde-haired sprite with otherworldly eyes. Brazen and bold but still with that little bit of shyness around the edges. IWOG lady rapidly corrupted, and I just want to corrupt you even more. Make you something you never would have been if not for me.”

She nuzzled her lips to his ear. “I already am, Mr. Nash.” Gripping the chair with her legs, she forced him back as she took his penis deeper. “I’m alive because of you.” Rolling her body up, she pressed her lips to his, quick, then kept her face close as she looked right into his eyes. “I don’t mean just physically alive, I mean really alive. For the first time in my life.”

He took a deep breath and pulled back. “You don’t owe me—”

She kissed him to stop the ensuing babble. “Stop thinking so much and play with me. We have all this delicious freedom. Just you and me. It’s not like anyone is going to come knocking on the door.”

He laughed as he settled back. “Someone comes knocking on my door, I’ll know at least forty-eight hours before he does.” Lifting up, pressing her back, he checked the wide scanner. “Unless he’s on that 2XBasic out there. That guy, at best, would need a miracle to get to me.”

“There’s nothing else around us?”

“No.” He double checked his sensors. “Nothing worth bothering with. Are you afraid of that? That there isn’t a planet with atmo close?”

“No. Why?”

“It freaks some people out. The first time they realize they’re alone in a very big space. In a twisted way, some get claustrophobic by the vast Void. Gotta be on-world or in a ship. Without one or the other, there’s no air. Out of almost everything else, air is the most basic of all.” Crap. He shouldn’t have said that. If it didn’t freak her out before, it might now.

“We have plenty of air on the ship. I would think, if we didn’t, one of these lights would blink or an alarm would clang, one that would give us both heart attacks long before we could actually die from lack of air. I also imagine, looking at this array, you have enough air in reserve to get us to the nearest planet.”

“You’re a natural.” It pleased him that the inherent danger didn’t bother her one whit. “Space isn’t so bad. You just have to figure out how to survive its hostilities.”

“Jynx Brennan, space doctor.” She laughed, then snuggled against him. “I trust you and the ship. For the first time in my whole life, I truly feel safe. Do you remember the first time you tasted that delicious privacy?”

“Yeah. Vividly. You were there.” He flipped a switch and turned the lights off. “In the dark.” Cradling her face, he kissed her, then trailed his lips and hands down her body. “Your voice, your body, as you rode me like a mad woman in our delicious privacy.”

When she groaned and tried to press him deeper, he grasped her hips with huge hands that easily held her at bay. “I didn’t tell you to move.” He slid her back until just the tip of his sex held to hers. “Don’t move.”

She gasped with frustrated excitement, but she held still.

His fingers explored her silky flesh. She fought to hold still as he found the sensitive spots, the not obvious spots, like the area behind her knee, the backs of her arms and the almost painful sensitivity of her neck. Slow strokes of his fingers followed by his lips and nipping teeth made her groan, almost whine, like a wounded animal.

“Foster, please.”

“Begging. Far too close to ordering. Who’s in charge, Jynx.” He didn’t phrase it as a question. He continued to nip his teeth along her neck.

When she hesitated in answering, he slid her back, pulling out of her entirely.

Startled, she steadied herself by grasping his straining forearms. “You. You’re in charge. Please don’t stop.”

“You’re on top of me, but I’m in charge?” Placing himself against her, he nudged her core with a slow rise of his hips, giving her a taste of what she wanted. “You ride me, but I’m in charge?”

“Yes.” Her fingers dug into his forearms as she waited breathlessly for him to complete their union.

After placing her hands on the armrests, he ordered, “Don’t move, lovely lady, don’t move.” He cupped his hand between her legs. Smoothing his palm against her mound, he slipped his middle finger inside her. She constricted, grasping his finger. When he rocked his palm, she struggled even more to remain motionless.

“Let me move, please.”

“Not yet.” He continued to tease her. His palm, his finger, the wicked swipe of his thumb. Darkness blinded him to what she looked liked, but he could hear her panting breath and smell the luscious scent of her body.

Her gasps of pleasure and frustration made her sound like a wild woman trapped in the dark. When he pulled his hand away, she uttered a startled, frustrated and furious moan.

Simultaneously, he bit her neck as he thrust himself inside her. He swallowed down her scream of startled pleasure by taking rough possession of her mouth. Through the tangle of lips and tongue, she begged him to let her move.

“No. Not yet.” Buried in her, keeping his hips still, he turned his attention to the main console. “I want to see you this time.” He flooded the bridge with hunter green light and shadows. Sunlight through a thick coat of leaves dappled their bodies. Jynx, so close to climax, worked desperately not to move. He could see it took all her will not to say anything. Instead, she pled desperately with her gaze.

“Freedom. A dangerous freedom.” He drew her down, pressing just the tip of his cock against her. “Privacy and trust and all things dark and dangerous.” He forced her to climax as he said, “Pleasure most of all.”


Chapter Seventeen

Before Jynx could ride out the contractions, Foster plunged into her again. Her body reacted so soundly, so sharply, the intensity hurt. Gripping him as firmly as a fist, she wondered if she hurt him. Every bit of her flesh seemed to constrict. She rocked her hips, drawing him deeper, loving every second of riding against him.

He stopped her by grasping her hips. “No. Not yet,” he said with a strained voice to her ear.

Carefully, cradling her body by placing his hands against her bottom, he stood. He took a step, then realized his boxers still straddled his thighs. He shimmed them impatiently down, kicked them away, then pressed her against the wall.

“Now you can move.”

“I can’t.” She tried again to buck her hips against the wicked thrust of him, but her position against the wall wouldn’t allow any movement at all.

“Too bad.” He rocked himself into her. “After all this patient waiting when I finally give you permission to move, you can’t.”

“Foster, please.” Her trembling voice echoed the need in her shaking body.

“What now?” he asked with a gruff whisper. “I said you could move.” He made a long and languorous lunge. “Tell me what you want now, Sweets.”

Her head spun. “I want to feel you explode inside me. I want to watch your face when you do.”

He rolled his hips in a seductive circle. “I want that too.”

Twining her fingers in his hair, stroking his ears as she placed her mouth close, she plastered herself to him, and begged, “Ride me, Foster. Ride me until you scream. I want to feel you and hear you and taste you.”

He took a deep, shuttering breath. “You’ve got to stop giving me orders, because I won’t follow them.”

When he withdrew, she growled like a frustrated animal.

He smiled wickedly. “You’re so close again, aren’t you? Right on that edge.”

“Yes.” She tried to press against him, but he withdrew entirely, picked her up and placed her over his shoulder. Again, she felt like a caveman’s bride.

“Where are we going?”

“My bedroom.”

“Why? The bridge was working for me.”

“I’ve got plans for you, lovely lady.” He entered his bedroom and strode swiftly to the turquoise-colored bathroom. He turned on the shower and swept both their bodies under the spray. “I want to do things to you you’ve never even thought of.”

Trembling, excited and a little bit afraid, she let him wash each ultrasensitive bit of her. She especially liked the attention he paid to the juncture of her thighs. Refusing to let her move, he brought her to the edge and stopped.

“You’re starting to look a little wild, like you’re just going to haul off and attack me.”

“You keep teasing me like this, and I might.”

“Then I’ll have to subdue you. Maybe tie you up.”

She closed her eyes and imagined her body bound before him so he could take his time with her. She knew they only played a sensuous game, but it excited her to a degree she’d never thought possible. When she opened her eyes, he looked down at her with that boyish grin.

He handed her the bar of soap. “But first you can return the favor and wash me.”

She took her time sliding her soapy hands all over his muscular body that put Michelangelo’s David to shame. Giving him a subservient glance, she dropped to her knees to wash his legs, paying particular attention to his cock. After soaping him fully, she stood and rinsed him. She bent over as if to inspect her work and took him into her mouth.



Her mouth was hotter than the water that rushed down his body. His hands shot out, gripping the neon-turquoise plastic walls of the shower. Fighting for control, he let her drive him insane for one more succulent moment, then placed his hand against her face.

“That’s enough of that.” Urging her up to stand and face him, he almost lost his mind when she drew his finger to her mouth and sucked on it while looking right into his eyes. He pulled his finger away from her lovely lips.

Coyly, she lowered her face but lifted her gaze. “So, you can dish it out, but you can’t take it.” Her hands captured and stroked him.

He tilted her head back. “You’re the one who put me in charge of dishing it out.” He gripped her wrists and pushed her against the wall. “Remember?”

Submitting instantly, she murmured, “Yes. I remember very well, Mr. Nash.”

“Who’s in charge.” Not a question but a demand.

“You.”

Rinsing them both off, he didn’t even let her towel dry all the way before he took her to his bed. He tossed her down and towered over her as he considered her. Pewter-blue motton sheets showed off the smooth perfection of her skin. Her wet blonde hair glowed in the subdued light.

“You look like an angel. A fallen angel. I can’t wait to corrupt the last little bit of IWOG lady right out of you.”

“Are you expecting me to say stop?” she asked with an arched brow.

“If you want me to.”

Considering him, her gaze taking in every inch of him, from his fingers to his feet, then settling on the prominent thrust of his penis, she said, “Go.”

Starting at her toes, he worked his way up, using his hands and the nipping bite of his fresh beard.

Tossing, groaning, she softly begged him up the inside of her legs. Tormenting her, teasing her, he touched and licked and bit and nibbled every part of her body before he finally settled between her thighs.

“Spread for me.”

Eager to please, to be pleased, she opened her legs wide and lifted her pelvis to him.

When he touched his tongue to her, she almost levitated off his bed. Gripping her hips, holding her down, he licked every secret place of her, whipping her into a frenzy. He brought her to the edge, then ruthlessly rubbed the sharp stubble of his chin across her clit.

Jynx hurtled up in a screeching burst. As her body lifted, he sat up on his bent knees and pulled her forward. Settling her bottom on his thighs, he draped her legs around him as he penetrated her slowly, feeling each contraction of her building orgasm around the now insistent swelling of his cock. Never in his life had he known such a sensual partner who let him express all his needs and desires.

He had a spectacular view of their joined bodies. Her head rocked, and her hard-hacked blonde hair twisted all around her face as she rolled her head side-to-side, lost in the madness. She was again close to that edge. He watched her cup her heavy breasts and twist her nipples hard. His moan matched hers. She slid her hands down her own body, seeking that wet heat enveloping him.

“No.” Her hands sought that tight nub of her clit. Three good hard strokes and she’d climax, but he stopped her by grasping her wrists. “Look at me.”

“Foster, please, I don’t think I can take anymore.” Fighting to pull her head up as she lifted her eyelids, Jynx blinked slowly, her lovely violet eyes hit his with a dazed, dreamy expression.

One brutal thrust startled her eyes wide. “You’ll take it.”

Something in her eyes registered, dark and deep, fully exposed to the light for the first time. “Give it to me.”

Opening herself wide to him, Jynx couldn’t maintain eye contact when her eyes rolled back as he thrust into her again and again with forceful, almost vicious strokes. Submitting fully, willingly, she angled her body up so he could thrust even harder. Sweat covered his chest as he ground into her. Feeling the driving need for climax, anticipating hers, he took an almost scientific detachment in his own pleasure. Her gasping pleas egged him on as did the view of his body meshing with hers. Wet, slick, her tight heat entranced him, physically, visually, as he worked his way ever closer to critical mass.

“Look at me,” he demanded.

Enraptured, overcome, she was barely able to meet his eyes. “I’m yours, Mr. Nash. Absolutely utterly yours. Call me what you will. Take me. Finish me.”

“You’ll take what I give.” He rammed her as a reminder.

“Yes.” One word of capitulation hissed wicked and low as she brazenly met his gaze.

“Anything I want.” He thrust deep, then held tight.

“Yes.”

“Everything I need.” He pulled back, thrusting to her again.

“Yes.”

“Do you trust me?” He leaned near to her face.

“Yes.”

“Do you love me?” He pulled back, then filled her wantonly slow and sweet.

“Yes.”

She didn’t even have to think. She answered automatically. Startled by her own admission, she peered up at him, utterly stunned.

Knowing the truth, he finally succumbed. Pressing down, wrapping silken legs around him, he kissed her as he rocked against her, filling her so quickly he pushed the air from her lungs.

“Please, look at me,” he begged.

She did. Naked honesty, trust, passion and love shining in every bit of her otherworldly eyes. “End this torment.”

He moved slowly, kissing her with soft nibbles as he held her gaze. “I want to look right into your eyes. I want to see your pleasure and mine reflected back. Mutual satisfaction. I want to show you that.” Peering intently into her eyes, he worked his body slowly against hers. His finger pressing and rocking and insistent. “Breathe with me.”

Jynx matching her breathing rate to his, which increased their connection.

Careful strokes, building fascination, finally erupted.

Her climax compelled his. Burying his face to her neck as he lost control and succumbed, his body trembled as he sought her mouth and swore, “I’m never, ever, letting you go.”





Utterly spent, Jynx kissed Foster as she wrapped her legs and arms around his sweat-slick body. “I have never felt so thoroughly ravished.” And so vulnerable. She’d confessed she loved him. He demanded the truth, and she’d told him without a moment’s hesitation. She hadn’t even known the truth of it herself until he’d asked.

“Did I hurt you?” He angled himself up on his arms. “I just—”

Kissing him to silence, she said, “I enjoyed every dark look, every thrust. Heaven help me, when you demanded I take it, I thought I was going to have an orgasm right then.”

He chuckled and bit his bottom lip. “I still can’t believe I said that.”

“Very sexy. Even more so than your entrance into my shower fully dressed.” She stroked the fringe of bangs back from his eyes.

“I feel things with you I’ve never—well, I’ve felt them, but never felt free to act on them. To be aggressive like that. I’m afraid I may have gone too far.”

In what you did or what you wanted to know? she wondered, but she said, “If you pull out whips and chains, we might have a problem, but otherwise, no.”

He grinned as he balanced above her on his arms. “That gives me a pretty big leeway.”

“Yes, I know.” She stroked his face. “Just like with the game, if you do something that hurts me or frightens me, I’ll ask you to stop.”

“Okay.” He snuggled close and rolled so they could lie side by side. While stroking her face, he settled on the tiny scar above her right eye. “How did you get this?”

“My brother. When we were kids, he got mad at me—I can’t remember what about—and he picked up this gigantic glass ashtray off our father’s desk and threw it at me. I ducked behind a chair. The crystal hit the edge and shattered. A sliver of it nicked my face. It bled profusely, as even the smallest head wound does, and my mother swooned to the floor when she saw me with blood all over my face. By her reaction, you would have thought my brother ripped my entire head off with a polo mallet. Horrified, my brother stood transfixed as mother demanded an ambulance and the best surgeons on Banna when soap and water would have been adequate.”

“You could have had the scar fixed once you turned eighteen. Thirty minutes in and out the door and anyone could have a whole new face on any IWOG planet with enough money.” He was referring to the quick-stop reconstructive surgical centers that could be found in any city.

“I know. When we went to have it stitched up, one quick swipe of instistitch, medicine became my passion. They tended to my simple wound but tended more to my hysterical mother, who was convinced I was maimed for life. They patched my silly hurt, then spent a good three hours dealing with my mother. Honestly, she lost sight of me as I followed the nurses around. Ten years old and trying to fix every hurt. My mother harped on me about that scar for years after I turned eighteen. But I never did get around to getting it fixed. It seemed so small, and truly no one noticed it but her. Not even my lovers. But you. And then—” She shook off the thought. “Well, it just never seemed that important, after.”

“After what?” Foster curled her close, twirling her hair around his finger.

“Roberts didn’t tell you about my family?”

“No. Well, yes. That they were…”

“Deceased.”

“Yeah. The report didn’t say how. No living relatives, no living associates. It’s on your bonafides.” He stroked her hair back from her cheek. “You don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to.”

She took a deep breath, readying herself to speak of something she hadn’t told anyone in years. “It was holiday season. You know how it is on the IWOG worlds at that time. All the rush and fuss. My family was going out to Shanagan’s.”

“For the big parade with all the lights and songs and desperate merriment.”

“Yes.”

“My family did that one year as our big gift to each other. Expensive as hell, but me and my sister, we were little kids and my parents spent the whole day with us. I remember all the lights and robotic toys, but mostly I remember just being with my parents for the first time in my whole life. Got to know not only my sister but my dad and mom on that day. A whole day of just our family walking around and doing things together.”

His voice held fond memories like the ones she carried. Memories now tainted by tragedy.

“My family went to Shanagan’s for the holidays every year since the time I was born. Like you, it seemed to be the only day I really got to spend time with them. I cherished it, but then I became a doctor. Holidays on IWOG worlds are not so cheery and bright for everyone. I started missing my family at Shanagan’s, more and more often as the years went on. Hospitals fill with human stupidity during the holiday season. Rather than spend my time with my family, I spent my time healing people I did not know. People I wonder to this day if I really helped.”

“Poor people?” He stroked and then kissed the tiny scar as if his lips could heal.

“Money poor but rich in some powerfully strange ways.” She bit her lip, considering the thousands of faces that flashed in her mind. “I’d missed so many trips to Shanagan’s since I took up medicine. I missed the last trans by less than twenty seconds. I stood on the platform and watched the doors close on their frantic faces as they hurtled down the tracks. I knew Mother would be furious. As a doctor, I always ran late.”

“Emergencies.”

She nodded. “I’d really tried to meet them on the platform so we could all go together. Me, my parents, my brother, his wife, their six children, my maternal and fraternal grandparents along with—my entire family was on that trans.”

“The hospital held you up?” He stroked her hair over her shoulder.

“Not this time. That’s what’s so perverse. A woman who dropped her purse held me up. Her bag went one way as her child went the other. Before the pickpockets could prey, I scooped up the battered bag as she went after her child. It took a minute of my time to help her. I didn’t save her life, just her purse, but she saved my life, and she doesn’t even know it.”

“How?”

“It’s funny how the slimmest moments can have the most impact.”

“Jynx, I don’t understand.”

“My mother hated my job. I stopped being a surgeon to take up general practice in the hopes of appeasing her. It didn’t. I became just as passionate about that. Mother wanted me to be a housewife and mother like her, because then I could be counted on to show up for important family functions on time. Dark irony in that I helped a housewife and ended up betraying my mother for the last time.”

“I still don’t understand.” He looked deep into her eyes.

“I didn’t board that trans. The metal tube hurtled away with everyone I knew and loved. I waved to them, smiling at the irony I couldn’t wait to tell them about once we met up at Shanagan’s. I’d take the next trans and tell them all about the woman who delayed me. She couldn’t have had more than twenty in script. Our planned evening at Shanagan’s would cost well into the tens of thousands, but I helped a poor woman because she left her purse behind to pursue her child. It wasn’t the doctor in me but the woman in me.”

“Most IWOG consumers would tend first to their money.”

“Yes. But not this woman. I know in my heart she could have had a million in her purse and still have lunged for her child. A tiny event, my seeing her, helping her, but missing the trans because of a woman I don’t even know the name of.”

“I still don’t—”

“Banna trans system. December 25, 2471.”

His face went pale as he understood in a horrid rush. “The crash.”

“Yes.”

“Your whole family was on the trans that plowed into the commuter hub?”

All she could do was nod.

He pulled her tight, kissing her forehead as he nestled her down into the covers of his bed and the acceptance of his arms. With a curt command, he ordered the lights off, then lowered his lips to her ear. Like a soft summer breeze, he said, “I didn’t know.”

“Roberts knows.”

“That’s why Roberts picked you, isn’t it? Because there wouldn’t be anyone around to back you up. Not a soul who could stand up and defend you.”

Against his chest, she nodded as tears spilled slowly over the edges of her eyes. “Not only did Roberts have the lab destroyed, but the hospital where I worked was burned to the ground. My family, my coworkers, everyone I’ve ever known is gone.” She hugged him hard. “I never hurt anyone, but Roberts’s lies have crafted me into a killer. Vilified, hated, hunted.” Biting her lip, she refused to cry anymore. “It’s so unfair, I want to scream.”

“You’re not alone anymore.”

She kissed him and curled against the protection of his strength. His acceptance shouldn’t matter so much, but her heart almost broke at how desperately she needed him. Having one other human being know her truth made everything more bearable. And she began to understand why she loved him.

“Thank you. All I’ve ever wanted to do was help people.”

He tilted her head back. Tracing his finger to her lips, he kissed her with the grace of a butterfly. “You’ve done no wrong. Hell, you healed the finger of the meanest man you ever met.”

“You trust me?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you love me back?”

For the longest time, he just looked at her as his mouth opened and closed, trying to find an answer.

“Don’t.” She pressed her finger to his lips. “Don’t answer that question. Much like time or the naming of meals, it doesn’t matter if you love me or not, Foster. Because I can’t help but love you.”


Chapter Eighteen

Foster held Jynx as she drifted off to sleep. He worried at her question like a dog at a bone. Love. Did he or didn’t he? Trust was far more dangerous to grant, yet he’d granted her that almost immediately. But love? The four-letter word frightened the hell out of him. Earlier he’d admitted there wasn’t thing one in the universe that frightened him but the lovely woman on his lap. If disaster loomed, it was already on his ship. Curled up in his arms, pleasure-spent in his bed. Honest and lovely and so fragile yet strong.

He’d been in love a long time ago, and he knew how intensely pleasurable and utterly painful it could be. That was what caused his fear. When he’d been in love, he’d been willing to give up almost anything to keep his loved one safe. Loving Jynx would be extremely dangerous because she was a hunted woman.

He said he could protect her, but then doubt crept in. What if he couldn’t keep her safe? Roberts still hung over them.

He’d told her she was free, but that might not be entirely true. He hadn’t let Roberts say anything after he threw the reader restriction out as a valid reason to cancel the contract.

There’s always the failsafe.

He pulled Jynx tighter and tried not to think about how he’d made promises that he might not be able to keep. He held love back like a card up his sleeve.





They were eating breakfast in the galley when a light flashed on the wall com. Foster rose, his brows lowered to a broad V as he tapped at the unit. He grunted with annoyed frustration, then strode off to the bridge.

“Is there a problem?” Jynx asked.

“No. Finish up. I’ll come back and help with the dishes.”

“I can handle it.”

He stopped and cast his gaze over his shoulder. “You don’t think I’m pulling the man on you? Leaving you with the dishes because that’s what I expect?”

“Is it?”

“No.”

“Then there you go.” She smiled at him as she sat at the table. “Go and take care of whatever it is that needs your attention. I’ll do the dishes.”

“When you’re done, join me on the bridge.”

She finished her meal, then cleaned up. They hadn’t really said much to each other today. Just looked at each other, shy smiles and shining eyes. Foster had taken her into the shower with him again, but this time they left off anything more than washing when she’d winced slightly at the touch of his fingers between her legs.

“I hurt you.” His face crumpled as he yanked his hand away. Concerned, ashamed, he stepped back, afraid of hurting her further.

Pressing close, she said, “It’s been a long time; well, not so long really, but never so vigorous. And you’re a big man.” Trailing her fingers from his growing erection to his chest, she stroked his face. “In more ways than one.”

He bit his lip and grinned. She found she loved that look on his face. The boy-next-door all grown up. Pleased and a little afraid of being allowed to be all the man he was. Kind, gentle but also aggressive and wanton. Sheer brute strength excited her and him, her surrender to it, his heady power with it. “We wallowed in pleasure last night. I’m a bit sore today, but I honestly have to say it was worth it.”

He nodded. “I’m working real hard to keep the animal at bay.”

After they’d dried off, he’d given her one of his T-shirts and a pair of drawstring shorts to wear. The shirt was almost long enough to be a dress by itself, and the shorts hung to the tops of her knees.

“It’s not the most flattering outfit, but I imagine you’re a little sick of wearing the same dress every day.”

After giggling at her horrible attire, she nodded agreement. “Besides, I think all my clothes are scattered around the bridge with yours.”

“Tossed off much like our inhibitions.”

“Freedom is such a heady feeling.”

“Dangerous, even.” Soft, plaintive, almost tentative, he kissed her, as if he could convey everything in one brush of his lips. “Lovely lady so thoroughly corrupted by a very bad man.”

He had to love her back. Even if he was still too afraid to admit the truth, he had to. The way he touched her and looked at her. Things he said and those he didn’t. More than anything, what he did, the way he vowed to protect her, really told her the truth of his marshmallow heart.

“Deny the truth to yourself all you want, Mr. Nash.” She rinsed his plate, then set it to the sideboard. “Ruthless, brutal, vicious, why, Never-Fail Nash is utterly smitten. With me.”

She finished up the dishes, tidied the kitchen, and made her way to the bridge.





Foster ran the vid again. He spewed out every swear word he knew in every language he knew at least twice, then did it a third time for good measure. He got good and creative as he ranted on the bridge, knowing Jynx was well away in the galley. Twirling his seat round in circles, he threw his head back and glared at the bridge ceiling as if it were entirely to blame.

Damn You.

“Name of my ship. My home. A prison, a transport, my comfort zone now fired upon. Whole lot of damn you all over the place.” Tight fists gripped the arms of his chair. Visions of Jynx’s tight body gripped his mind with dark pleasure. Forcing himself away from the thought, he catapulted from the chair.

He had to stop everything and think. Hating what he had to do, he threw himself into the pilot chair and tapped at the main console with skilled fingers. Via the audvid, he found Jynx coming down the hall. Spinning his chair, he stopped her at the threshold of the bridge.

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes.” Startled, she nonetheless answered automatically.

He scooped her onto his shoulder and strode to the cell room.

“I’m putting you in here because I need to be alone. Okay?” Metal clunked hard as he yanked the cell door closed.

Fear crossed her face and darkened her otherworldly eyes.

“Are you in danger?”

“No. I’m—” He knew at that moment he loved her. She asked not am I in danger, not are we in danger, but are you in danger. Given only two people to worry about at the moment, she worried about him rather than herself. Given a chance, she’d give herself up for him. He knew the same truth in himself. He’d kill for her. If it came down to it, he’d die for her. He realized he might very well be on his way to such a fate. “I need to be alone. Okay?”

Relief showed clearly as tension drained from her body. “Certainly.” She settled herself to her bunk and scooped up the pleasure book. “I can read this again.”

He felt driven to explain. “I spend about ninety-eight percent of my time alone. I’m not used to sharing my space with someone who isn’t my prisoner. I’m not accustomed to having a lover on my ship.”

“I understand.” She folded the pillow behind her head, settled herself to the bunk and flipped open the book. “Go be alone. I’ll be in here reading until you come back. I trust you’ll come back?” She didn’t seem upset, pissed off, or even curious. She accepted with an aplomb that annoyed him.

“You’re not even going to start harping on me about what I’m going off alone to do?” Laura would barely let him out of her sight.

“Do you want me to?” She peered at him over the edge of the book. Locked once again to her cage, she didn’t seem at all concerned. Clad in his T-shirt, a well-worn white one that got stained pink when he’d mixed bleach, white motton and a pair of red briefs together in the wash. He wore that oddly pink splashed T-shirt only on laundry day, but it looked damn fine on her.

“No—just—you—I’ll be back in two hours.” He felt he’d never fully understand her.

“Fine. I’ll be here.” She turned her face, placed the battered paperback close and started to read.

He stood there nonplussed for a moment. She never seemed to react the way he thought she would. He figured he’d have to stomp away from her yelling and screaming against the bars. Nope. She just accepted that he wanted to be alone.

Damn You.

A normal reaction would be instant hostile suspicion. Her calm acceptance infuriated him for reasons he couldn’t understand, and he worked hard to keep his feelings at bay. Step by step, he drew ever closer to betrayal, and she didn’t know. Or, if she did, she didn’t care. Or she trusted him. She’d have to be insane to trust him.

She trusts me because she loves me.

He left the cell room without looking back. In the midst of exploring his dark side, he’d demanded she tell him if she loved him. Yes had come automatically to her lips. Not breathless or pained but bold and brazen. Just as fully as she’d given her trust. She didn’t even have to think about it. She gave herself over. Not for passion. They’d played a game of master and servant, but he knew if he asked her now, when she had a cool head, she’d answer the same way. Jynx didn’t lie. She did what she felt, said what she wanted, and it was his problem if he couldn’t accept it.

“Educated, honest, sexy IWOG lady thoroughly corrupted by the dangerous freedom of the Fringe. Honest in the dark, in the light. Trusting me not to hurt her.” He thought again of how he’d grabbed her and bent her lovely body to his wicked needs.

“Corrupted by a very bad man.” He’d forced her not just to his body but to an even darker surrender when he’d demanded her trust and love.

Rushing to the weight room, he pounded his fists into the punching bag for a solid hour. Every smash of his fist to the bag held the vision of Roberts’s smug face.

Even if he couldn’t do it in real life, he wanted to at least banish that I-got-you face to a bloody pulp in his mind. When his bruised and bloody fist couldn’t deliver one more blow, he slipped on a pair of boxing gloves, then continued to pound away for another hour left-handed. Roberts fueled the fury of every blow.

Sweat drenched his body and his right fist looked like a bloody pulp, yet the fury had not abated. From twenty quadrants away, Roberts wrapped a tight hand around his testicles and squeezed. Caving in on the reader restriction, Roberts invoked the failsafe in a most usual way.

Using the media with devious intelligence, Roberts let it be known that the populace of the Void need no longer concern themselves over the capture of Jynx Brennan.

“Never-Fail Nash has her in custody.” Holding up the contract, Roberts addressed the camera with powder-blue eyes swimming with a cool, cultured reserve. “For 270Mil, Foster Nash, the notorious triple-platinum Runner, will deliver Jynx Brennan to my custody within ten days.”

Roberts left the podium despite the barrage of questions. Within moments, copies of the contract popped up on the media channels like nasty zits. Now he knew why Roberts hadn’t announced Jynx’s capture.

“Failsafe.”

No matter about the reader restriction, Roberts could offer triple, triple, triple. Progressively tripling the full amount of the contract took 10Mil to 270Mil, but it also took the full time allowed, thirty days, to ten days. Foster found his entire reputation hinged on one woman.

“Lovely lady Jynx Brennan.”

He left off the punching bag and tossed himself to the padded floor.

If not for him having trusted Laura, he would have enough money in reserve to last them a good three lifetimes. As it stood, he had enough to get them through three months at best. He needed money. He needed a lot of money. The only way he could get it was if he turned Jynx over to Roberts. Two hundred and seventy million in credits. He could retire on that. Hell, he could almost buy his own planet with that.

“To get it, I have to turn over the woman I’ve been looking for my whole life.”

If Foster didn’t turn Jynx over to Roberts, his carefully built reputation would slide down the toilet of the Void like so much worthless shit. He’d never get another contract, because nobody would trust him. If he couldn’t bring in the most hated, most vilified, and most clueless of all fugitives, not a soul would hire him to even walk their dog.

“She’s sitting in that cell waiting for me to come and get her and confirm that everything is okay.” Everything that could go wrong had. But in his hindbrain, he’d known it would. The last time he’d trusted, Laura took him for everything that wasn’t nailed down. This time, Jynx didn’t steal a thing. He tossed her his heart, and she didn’t even know she had it.





Jynx started to read the pleasure book for the third time when Foster entered the cell room. Much longer than two hours, it’d been more like six. He approached her cell like he walked toward an organ-transplant harvest. To her horror, she realized his right hand was bloody. Mostly his right-hand knuckles.

“Are you okay?” She shot to her feet and pressed herself to the bars. “Is there someone else on the ship?” It looked to her like he’d been in a fight, but at least he’d ended up on the winning end. Whoever he’d pounded, that poor bastard probably didn’t have a face left, let alone a head. His knuckles dripped blood around crusty scabs.

Dazed, he looked at her as if she’d just spoken in a language he could not comprehend.

“What?”

“Your hand.” She pointed.

He looked at his fist as if seeing it for the first time ever.

“Foster?”

“Don’t talk. You talk so nice, and I can’t—just don’t talk to me.” He shook his head and looked at her with a madman’s emptiness. “I came to bring you this.” He looked down and suddenly seemed to realize his hands were empty.

“Mr. Nash?” Adrenaline-charged fear made her whole body quiver uncontrollably.

Shaking his head, he left the cell room, then returned with a tray. He slid it under the thick iron door between them.

Food and a stack of books. She picked it up, setting the tray on the table, idly noting that the books had fallen into the cold food.

“Six books? Just how long were you planning to keep me in here?” Keeping her voice light, she swallowed down nauseating fear.

He dropped his gaze to the floor, and her heart seemed to sink with it. Something had gone horribly wrong. That light on the kitchen com had turned out to be something very bad indeed.

“Foster, please, tell me. Are you in danger?”

Her voice seemed to penetrate the shadow of fog around him. He looked up, really seeing her for the first time, like he’d just woken up from a nightmare.

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes.” The word tumbled automatically from her mouth. “Why do you keep asking me that?”

Turning sharply on his heel, he left the room.

She picked at her food, then washed her tray, slid it away, then settled into her bunk to read. It took all her will not to burst into tears. For the life of her, she thought perhaps she had done something to upset him but couldn’t fathom what. One blinking light on the kitchen com changed everything.

“Roberts.” She said the name with a gut-twisting fear. Roberts had said something to Foster. Something that changed his mind about her. “What horrible lie have you told about me now?”


Chapter Nineteen

Washing his hands off, carefully applying the salve and gauze like he’d seen Jynx do, Foster ministered to his injuries, then left the infirmary. He tried to shake the slow creeping terror that had washed down her face from his mind. He wanted to take her into his arms and tell her everything would be okay, but he couldn’t lie to her again. Vowing to protect her when he knew damn good and well he probably couldn’t. He just wanted to so much, he thought if he said it out loud, he could make it true.

“Macho shithead, you shouldn’t have told her she was safe in the first place.” He worried that she would only think he’d said that to get her in the sack. Worse, there was some truth to that. He’d wanted her in his bed so badly, he might have said anything.

“And now I’m forced to do something to her that I don’t want to do.” Desire to pound his fists into something filled him, but he gritted his teeth and pushed the anger down. He’d break his hands if he kept it up. Instead, he went back to the weight room and pumped iron until his body shook and he couldn’t lift anything. Lying on his back, he glared at the ceiling.

Rotten Roberts really had it all figured out. Good old Vic nailed him to the wall by his short and curlies and took a vicious delight in doing so. Foster should have seen it coming, but he’d needed the money so badly he hadn’t looked too deeply. The job was supposed to be short and sweet. The easiest Mil he’d ever made. It didn’t matter about all those particulars in the contract, because the failsafe wrapped an instant noose around his neck.

He rolled off the weight bench to the red pleather-clad pads and let out a groan of fury. He couldn’t abuse his body anymore. Exhaustion left him a pathetic used tissue on the floor. One deck below him, Jynx was waiting in her cell. Even if she managed to fall asleep, she was still waiting for him.

Lifting himself up by the very last bits of energy, he stumbled to his feet and left the weight room. He made his way to the cells and turned the lights on low. Jynx didn’t stir as he let himself into her cell.

She looked so tiny in the small bunk. Her blonde hair peeked over the blanket wrapped around her voluptuous body. Falling to his knees, he stroked her lips, her hair, the entire contour of her face before he finally woke her.

“Foster.” She scooted over, lifting the edge of the blanket to let him in.

He went to her with a heavy heart. “You don’t have to—”

With a slender finger to his lips, she shushed him as she pressed close and whispered, “Go to sleep.”

He wrapped himself to her. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“I’m a very bad man.”

“So I’ve heard. Tales they tell.” Her sleepy voice faded away.

Once he was certain she was asleep, he whispered, “I will hurt you very badly, lovely lady Jynx.”

The confession eased some of his pain and allowed him to slide into slumber. On the verge of falling asleep, he heard her whisper, “I know.”





She had no idea what time it was since time had no real meaning out in space, but she woke and Foster was no longer beside her on the narrow bunk. Pressed to the pillow, she could still smell traces of his sweat. He’d been soaked with it when he came to her last night. Male and strong, not unpleasant, his essence aroused her. She took a deep breath of the alluring scent before she rolled out of bed.

On the table, she found a stack of clean clothes, a clean towel, another robe and cold food. She ate a few bites. Her stomach clenched, and she barely made her way to the toilet before she brought it all right back up. Nerves, she decided. Dread sat in her belly like a lump of ice.

Bits and pieces of Foster coming to her in the dark rushed back. She’d spoken to him in sleepy whispers but couldn’t remember what they’d actually said. All she knew was that his coming to her, curling himself beside her, had made her feel safe, and she’d finally drifted into sleep.

Her belly rebelled again. She dry heaved over the toilet then stood straight with horror when she realized why she kept throwing up even when she had nothing left in her stomach.

Peering up at the com unit in the center of the hallway between the cages, she said, “Foster? Can you hear me? Please answer me. I need to talk to you.”

She had to swallow down a sudden gut-wrenching sob as she waited for his reply.





Foster sat on the bridge. He could hear her plaintive and terrified voice over the audvid, but he didn’t answer.

“Just what the hell am I going to say? Oops, sorry, pardon my screw up, I guess I can’t protect you after all. Thanks for playing the trust game. Sorry but I don’t even have a consolation prize for you. Yes, well, I did bed you, but that’s not much of a consolation, now, is it?”

He turned away from her tear filled eyes over the audvid.

“Foster, please. I just want to talk to you.”

He wanted to smash his fist into the console, but he flipped on some music.

“Just talk to me.” Her voice trailed off after a while.

Ignoring her broke his heart, but he just couldn’t bring himself to lie to her again.

Damn it all to hell. He needed money. Money was power, and without it he was powerless. After a while he wouldn’t even be able to run the ship. He had fuel, water, food and enough credits and script to last three short months. If he couldn’t keep himself safe, he couldn’t offer Jynx any more than a comfortable place to hide until someone showed up to kill them both.

He heard a strange sound over the com and turned his attention to the audvid. Jynx was throwing up for the third time.

“Oh, great, she’s sick.” That’s all he needed. As soon as the thought crossed his mind, he wanted to slap himself for being so self-absorbed. Like she got sick just to inconvenience him. Sometimes he amazed himself with what a massive asshole he could really be.

Jynx washed her face, brushed her teeth, then looked up at the com. “You said if I was afraid, with the game or anything else, I could say stop and you would. I’m saying stop. I’m afraid. Even if you won’t talk to me, at least come down here so I can see you.”

Resolved, he left the bridge and made his way to the cells, putting on his cold, emotionless, ruthless-bastard face.

As soon as he entered, she leapt to her feet. Her eyes went wide, trying to literally drink him in. “Are you okay?”

He didn’t say anything because he didn’t know what to say, and he realized he couldn’t lie if he refused to say anything at all.

Biting her lip, her eyes watered. “Are you angry with me?”

The cracking confusion of her voice destroyed his resolve. “You said I didn’t have to talk to you. You said you just wanted to look at me. So, help yourself.” Posturing, swaggering his hips, he displayed his body like a prized stallion. He sounded like an even bigger prick than he felt like.

Hurt and confused but clearly enamored of him, she eyed him fully from his toes to the top of his shaggy blond head. He could literally feel desire in her gaze.

“Whatever Roberts told you, it’s a lie. Just ask me for the truth. You know I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

After a deliberately long pause, he asked, “Why don’t you tell me about your husband.”

“My what?” Jynx sat down hard on her bunk.

He didn’t actually believe the latest, but he wanted to make sure. Just reading about the rumor had pissed him off. He didn’t like thinking of any man having that contract with her but himself.

“You mentioned Brandt to me in passing. You said you slept with him even though you didn’t love him, but you made him your husband?” If she thought he was upset about this, he wouldn’t have to tell her the real reason he was acting like a ruthless bastard.

“I told you the truth. I slept with him and could have come to love him, but I didn’t marry him.” She paused and looked down at the floor. “Although at the moment, I’m wishing I had.”

Stung, he demanded, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Lifting her face, she looked directly to his eyes. “It means I’m pregnant with his child, Mr. Nash. If I had married him, at least this child would be legitimate. Not that I think I’m going to live long enough to actually give birth to him or her.”

Foster felt like someone had just snuck up behind him and gave him a swift boot to the head. “Pregnant?” His blood ran cold.

“Yes. That’s why I keep throwing up.”

“It could be something else.” Heaven help him, let it be almost anything else. He swore he could handle anything but that. A child. Her child.

“My period is late,” she said with a matter-of-fact grimace. “Even though I don’t know what day it is, I know it’s been at least five weeks since the last one if not six. At first I thought stress was catching up with me, playing havoc with my body, but I know it’s not.”

“But you’re a doctor,” he pointed out.

“And that means what?” she asked with lifted hands. “That I can’t get pregnant? What am I? Some kind of holy creature?”

“It means you should know how not to get in that condition.”

“I do.” Jynx rolled her eyes. “I can site chapter and verse on the topic, but at the time, I didn’t think about it. Just as I told you, we were rather drunk and full of ourselves, and birth control was the last thing on my mind.”

“You don’t have an implant?”

“No.” Shaking her head, she laughed. “What irony. I’ve put thousands of them in but never took the time to get one myself. I guess Brandt didn’t have one either. Do you have one?”

Foster tapped the tiny tell-tale lump under his arm. “My B-chip is good for at least another year.”

“Good for you,” she said sarcastically. “I guess there aren’t any little Nashes running about the Void.”

“Not without a miracle.” He determined long ago never to get himself stuck in such a horrific dilemma. Just his luck to get stuck in it anyway. “And you might be wrong. It could be like you said, stress and stuff, and—” He cut off his own babbling. Talking it to death wouldn’t change the truth. If any woman should know if she were pregnant or not, it was a doctor like Jynx.

“Why don’t you go to the infirmary, check your selection of urine dipsticks, and see if you might have one for pregnancy. It’s fairly common medical fare. Oh, I’ll wait here.” She sat down on her bunk.





No doubt about it. The stick turned blue almost instantly. Blotting it dry, Jynx placed it on the tray and shoved it under the cell door.

Looking up at the com, she said, “You can come and take a look, Mr. Nash. I was right. I am most definitely pregnant.”

Joy and sadness swirled around her as she settled herself on her bunk. Such joy because she loved children. She always thought she’d have one someday when her life settled down and she met a man she really loved. Sadness washed her happiness away because she couldn’t have picked a worse time to actually get pregnant. Not that she’d chosen it. And she knew better than to take chances, but birth control really had been the last thing on her mind that night.

Shamefully, she realized she’d taken the same risk with Foster. She’d been so caught up in the moment, she didn’t think about the consequences. Exercising rigid self-control her entire life then, to fall so rapidly, one man to another, made her wonder what kind of woman she really was. Tawdry wench sprang instantly to mind, causing her to laugh against tears. She’d kissed only four men once upon a time. Five now. And she took all of them to her bed, but none so firmly as she took Mr. Nash. Not just to her bed but to the limits of her heart and soul.

Gripping horror suddenly clutched her belly, and she almost swooned. Brandt’s child. Brandt blessed with the same ability to project. If Roberts found out…

Foster entered, strode to the tray, looked at it, then kicked it across the room. Swearing the most vulgar stream of foul words, he proceeded to kick the tray and the test stick all the way to the cell room door.

She’d never seen such a display of physical fury, and she was thankful for the thick bars between them.

“You needed not concern yourself, Mr. Nash. It isn’t your child.”

Red-faced, he spun and pinned her with blazing azure eyes. “You think it matters? You think I give a shit who’s kid—” He cut himself off by picking up the tray and the stick. He stomped out of the cell room.

She didn’t understand why he was so upset. It wasn’t his child. Her heart surged when she thought maybe he wanted it to be. But he seemed proud of the fact that he always took precautions. He took them with her, and she didn’t even know it. Had she been looking, she would have felt the B-chip under his arm, but she hadn’t bothered.

Pondering his fury, turning it in her mind with an almost scientific detachment, she felt her eyes go wide when she understood.

“No.” She shot to her feet. “No.” Such fury and anger were because he’d decided to take her to Roberts. He’d changed his mind since yesterday. That was why he was livid. It was one thing to take her to Roberts, but to take her, now even more vulnerable because she was pregnant—that was what infuriated him. Foster didn’t want to turn her over, but he was going to do it anyway.

Glaring up at the com, she said, “You changed your mind, didn’t you? You are taking me to Roberts.”


Chapter Twenty

Foster avoided talking to her for three days. No matter how much she yelled and screamed, he refused to say a word. He just left her food and skedaddled away like a coward. Where once she didn’t react the way he thought she should, she more than made up for it now that she had something to live for.

Digging her verbal heels into his back, she called him a baby killer, and he’d finally exploded, “Don’t you dare! That’s your fault, not mine!”

Her eyes lit up when she’d finally forced him to speak. “That’s right. It is my fault, and I’m not blaming you. Are you going to finally admit the truth that you’re taking me to Roberts, or are you going to run away again like a cowardly little boy?” Blazing, sultry amethyst eyes pinned him. “Just tell me the truth, Foster. That’s all I’m after.”

He couldn’t believe he was going to put a dangerous and potentially deadly plan into action, knowing it could go horribly wrong in a million ways. Even if he succeeded, he knew he would hurt her so badly that she’d never speak to him again. He cared deeply about that, but he’d be happy if he could just keep her alive, willingly giving her up so some other man could love her the way he did, and give her child a father and a safe place to call home. All the arrangements were made. He just had to get her to Juno.

Swallowing down all his trepidation, he put on his ugliest face. “I’m not going to run away. You’re too valuable for that. Know what the bounty on your head is, Sweets?”

Her lovely eyes went as round as her shocked mouth. “You’re doing this for the money?”

“270Mil would change any man’s mind.” To his own ears, he sounded like a total jerk. “I’ll never have to work another day in my life. I get to retire with the biggest and baddest rep in the universe to boot.”

“All of this was about money?” She clutched the bars so hard, her fists went white.

“Naw. Money wasn’t the only reason.” He gave her a slow glance from her sock-covered toes to her gleaming honey-blonde hair. Hitching his thumbs to the belt loops of his jeans, he let his hands draw attention to the bulge in his pants. “There were other benefits to holding you back.” Not a woman in the Void would miss the glaring implications of what he said by what he did.

Blanching white, she gulped and softly asked, “You played me?” She looked at him with baffled eyes. “You toyed with me for money and sex?”

“Sure. Why not? You made it easy. And fun. Corrupting the IWOG lady right out of you. Even told you to your face I wanted to. You not only let me, you encouraged me. I told you I was a very bad man who would hurt you. You just wouldn’t believe me.”

“You’re lying to me. Why are you doing this?”

He wanted to stop right now, pull her into his arms, kiss her desperately and take everything back. Resolute, he stood his ground.

“I’m doing this because I’m a ruthless bastard. I told you that, too. Patted your lovely butt the first time I said it. Remember? When you were over my shoulder crying in that ratty motel room?” He laughed as the memory flashed in her eyes. “Later, when you were trying to get into my pants, you said a ruthless bastard would be flattered by your interest and take advantage of it.” He winked. “You were right.”

Shaking her head side to side, she fought back a burbling cry of anguish. “Stop it.”

“Naw. That works for the computer game. Or the sex game. Doesn’t work for real life, I’m afraid.” He approached her cage. “You wanted to talk. You wanted the truth. Well, here you go. Happy?”

“Sex game?”

“That’s what it was, wasn’t it? You told me to stop thinking so much and just play with you. Holy shit! You actually bought my shy guy routine.” He flashed her a cutting smirk. “And the way you worked to talk me into it. I tell you, I’ve never had a woman so willing to be taken advantage of.”

Humiliation flared in her eyes, causing her to look away. He wanted to take out his gun and blow his own head off when tears gathered, obscuring her gaze. Instead, he pushed forward, determined to make her hate him.

“I swore when I ordered you to ride me, it was all over.” His dark laughter drew her attention to his face. “Nope. You took me up on it and did a damn fine job of obeying all my orders. Like a good little slut, you did whatever the hell I told you to.”

Her jaw dropped, and for the longest time, she just looked at him, horrified and hurt. Negating his words with a subtle shake of her head, she let go of the bars and took a step back. “Don’t you dare try to make that ugly when it wasn’t.”

“Ugly? Hell no. Nasty is what it was. Down and dirty and decadently lewd. I called you a slut, and you certainly lived up to it. I enjoyed every second of our master-and-servant game.”

Her violet eyes, blurred with tears, cleared, pinning him to the spot. For the first time ever, he was afraid of Jynx Brennan. Suddenly, it felt like there was a bag of sand on his head, and someone poured water on it. His head hurt, and he clutched it with both his hands. Terror sharpened his mind when he realized Jynx tried to read him by projecting into him. She hadn’t lied about how bad it hurt. Vise grips closed along his skull as magma erupted in his brain. He locked his mind down to the only thing he could think of.

Damn You.

He said the phrase over and over and over, for at least a full five minutes, until the weight finally abated. Shaken by exhaustion, he looked up to find that Jynx shook so badly she had to sit down on her prison bunk.

Bursting into tears, she covered her face with her hands.

“I’m sorry, I was angry. I won’t do it again, I just—”

“Wanted to find out if I was lying.” Taking a deep breath, sucking down a burst of fear, he let anger fill him. “I’m not. You try to get in my head like that again and I’ll drug you.”

Raw fear filled her eyes as she touched her belly. “No.”

“Right. Drugs might hurt the brat, so don’t do it again. Got it?”

“Yes.” She sat there dazed, shaking her head softly as tears rolled down her cheeks. One quivered on the edge of her lip, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. “I won’t cause you any trouble, Mr. Nash.” Her voice fell flat, toneless and devoid of passion. Wrung out like a dishrag, she gave up as quickly as she had the first time.

Cursing himself a thousand times over in his head, he left the cell room without another word and without looking at her. Making his way to the bridge, he settled at his chair and pounded furiously at the main console.

Not long now. One more day and they’d be in orbit around Juno. He’d hand her over to Roberts and go on his way.





Shocked by her aggression, Jynx sat shaken on her bunk. She couldn’t believe she’d deliberately used her gift to give back the pain he inflicted on her. On the heels of that thought came another, that she should have used her skill much sooner.

“I hurt him knowing I would hurt him because he was hurting me and I wanted to know why.” Slapping her hand over her mouth, Jynx darted her gaze around the cell room. Foster could be listening to her, watching her. Before, she didn’t think he was, but now, she wasn’t so sure.

He’d just been playing her. Heaven help her, she let him. Helped him! She felt like an idiot. Falling in love with him, trusting him, and to make matters worse, telling him! She rolled her eyes at the folly of sharing her body and soul with a man who turned out to be utterly false. Foster was a compelling façade that lured her into an empty room.

A rush of anxiety swept from her toes to her fingertips. She couldn’t trust anything she knew or thought she knew about Foster, and the realization made her heart pound as her breath became ragged.

“Stop it,” she whispered to herself. “It doesn’t matter what he said, it doesn’t matter what he did or why. What matters is surviving. He won’t kill me, because Roberts wants to do it. I’m getting off the Damn You alive, so I need to keep my focus on Roberts.”

Taking a deep breath, telling herself to relax over and over, she got her heart to stop pounding. If Foster watched her, let him, he’d see no different than he already had. He admitting to playing her, but she hadn’t played him, and she wasn’t going to start now.

Keeping her focus to her goal, she thought about what she knew and didn’t know. How much time did she have? She realized they could be hanging in orbit around Juno just waiting for clearance from Roberts to land. She may have only hours left, and she had to get ready now. At the moment, she wore a flannel plaid robe and Foster’s ugly mustard T-shirt. It fell slightly below the edge of her bottom, but the robe fell to her mid calves.

Casually, she tidied her cell. She set the books on the table and made her bunk. Where the hell were her panties? At one point, Foster had returned her laundered dress but not her panties or her bra, and she needed them.

“Looking for these?”

She spun around. Foster entered the cell room with her white lace bra and panties dangling from his finger. Wagging them back and forth with a suggestive smirk, he walked right up to the door of her cage.

“If you want them, come and get them.”

His low voice mocked her by vibrating her body from her nipples to her suddenly throbbing clit. Drawing his robe protectively about her, tying the belt securely, not knowing his true game, she refused to play his overtly sexual one.

“Yes. I was looking for those. I need to wash them. I’ll want to wear them when you triumphantly take me into Roberts’s custody.” She stepped forward and tugged her garments from his hand.

He crooked his finger and tried to draw her to the bars.

Frightened, she let go and stood well back.

“Don’t want to play that game anymore?” His eyes were almost feverishly bright. Quickly assessing him, she looked for signs of drugs or alcohol. Truly, he was not himself in some way she couldn’t put her finger on. Who was she kidding? For all she really knew about him, he could be a very clever push addict.

“The sex game?” She tossed her head with cool disdain. “If that’s what you want to call it, and even if that’s what you think it was, I didn’t then and I don’t now. I don’t play games like that, Mr. Nash. I had sex with you because I wanted to.”

He smirked and offered her dangling lace underclothes again.

“If you’re trying to make me regret my actions, think them ugly or feel ashamed, you are wasting your time.” Placing her hands on her hips, she looked right into his eyes. “If you’re looking for a repeat, you’re also wasting your time. Either give me my underclothes or take them and do whatever you want to with them.”

He wagged them back and forth again, trying to lure her to the cell door.

“What is wrong with you?” She stepped farther back into her cell. “I’m not coming anywhere near you, Mr. Nash. Especially when you’re behaving like a lunatic.”

“I like that word. Lunatic.” He said it again and rolled his mouth around it. “Rolls off the tongue in a harsh way. Hardly anyone uses it anymore. Well, except for a lady like you, that is. IWOG lady too civilized to use the dirty words. Those juicy words. Like prick. And bastard. I’m behaving like a fucking asshole. Why don’t you just say so?”

After a glance to her soiled panties and bra hanging from his finger, she met his gaze. “I don’t know what you want. I don’t know why you’re doing this. I really don’t even care. Just go away.”

“So now you don’t want these panties?” Foster lifted them up. “They smell like you.”

She felt her face rush hot with a startled shock of desire. Wide-eyed, she watched as he considered the scrap of lace hanging from his finger. No doubt they smelled like her, since the last time she’d been wearing them was right before she plastered herself against him in his leather pilot chair.

“Why don’t you just keep them as a souvenir, then?”

“Thanks.” He tucked them into his front pocket. Right next to a straining bulge he rearranged while she watched. “I’d much rather get back to the source, though.”

“What?”

“You’re slipping. You didn’t say pardon.” He grinned. “I wanna get back to the source. You know, that part of you that made your panties smell so fucking good.”

Simultaneously, her jaw dropped and her eyes went round, not only at what he said but how her body reacted. He was trying to humiliate her, or frighten her, yet instead his rumbling voice, penetrating gaze and pointed words excited her.

“You’re insane if you think I want anything to do with you now.” Trembling hands tightened the belt around her waist. Underneath the flannel, she wore only a battered T-shirt.

“What’s a matter? Wasn’t it fun before? I didn’t hurt you then, and I wouldn’t hurt you now. I’m a fairly benevolent master, right, my lovely servant? In fact, if I were a betting man, and I am, I’ll bet you’re wet.”

Heaven help her, she was. Very. For all the wrong reasons. Fear and shock, but still, below it all, she flat-out wanted him. And he knew it. Desperately seeking a clever and distancing rejoinder, she found herself rendered speechless.

“Maybe I should come in and see for myself.”

She shook her head and backed farther away.

“How about a deal. You let me check and see, or rather feel,” he said with a wink, “and I let you have your bra. Sound like a fair trade?”

In a rush, she understood. He knew she wanted her bra. That meant he had already removed what she wanted from it. He was only playing the sex game with her to torment her and extract information.

“Keep it with my compliments.”

“Yeah. Kinda figured you’d say that. ’Cause you don’t want this.” He tossed the bra to her feet then plucked two small metal cylinders from his back pocket and held them up. “You want these.”


Chapter Twenty-One

After making a few other hasty arrangements, Foster had been working off his nervous energy by cleaning up the bridge. He found his jeans, his silk boxers, his blue T-shirt, Jynx’s bra and panties. They’d been abandoned for four days. When he bent over to retrieve them, her scent enveloped him, making him remember the feeling of her in the dark as music rolled around them. The alluring scent made him so instantly hard, he had to stand or injure himself.

From where he stood, he smelled the worn leather of his chair and felt the hide molded to his body. That chair was as familiar as his own hand. To, for only once, ever, in his whole life, take a woman from that seat of power filled him with a masterful rush.

“Ride me.”

His eyes rolled back as he thought about that moment. How many times had he sat in that chair, on his bridge, and pleasured himself, thinking of what it would be like to have a woman on his lap?

“Lovely IWOG lady.”

To have it be Jynx, to have her be so excited and eager, was just icing on the cake. “Jynx Brennan.” He’d hated that name, then loved it; now it swung to a painful regret. He could have refused the contract, but greed made him ignore that little voice in his heart. Longing and lust further blunted the niggling doubt that said something was wrong. Jynx Brennan was not what Roberts said, wasn’t what anyone said. Jynx was herself. Not perfect, not good or bad, but honest and direct, passionate and proud. If Foster took nothing else away from her, he would always remember her pride. She acknowledged her foibles and mistakes but still kept her dignity.

He looked down at the scrap of lace and tossed the panties in with the rest of the laundry. Her bra looked a bit torn on the cups where he’d forced the edge low with his teeth and chin.

“Crap.” He dumped himself in his chair. “Aw, Jynx, I’m going to hurt you so badly and I don’t want to but you just don’t know how to lie. If I can see right through you, so can Roberts.”

Foster had enough to worry about trying to keep his true intentions from Roberts. No way could Jynx. Foster was a master at putting on a nasty face and spewing cutting words that denigrated his target. He didn’t get his reputation by accident.

“Gonna have to pull off the biggest act ever to win this.”

Clenching his fist, he stopped when he felt something stab at his hand. He examined Jynx’s bra. The sides seemed too thick and rigid. Shit. He’d cut out the underwires but hadn’t even bothered to check the sides.

“Hell, doesn’t matter, she wouldn’t know what to do with them if she had them.”

Scooting forward, he plucked his knife from his belt and cut a nick into the side of the bra. He extracted a slim, flattened, finely fashioned metal cylinder.

“What the hell?” He checked the other side and found another one. They didn’t look like any underwire he’d ever seen.

Ordering the bridge to full light, he held one of the small metal tubes up and discovered a tiny latch at the top. “With what inside?”

He set both items on the main console, then linked to the Tasher and channeled until he found out they were expensive and rare containers that wouldn’t set off most scanners. They would have set off his if he’d bothered to scan her body with more than his hands or his gaze.

Carefully, he held them up to his ear and rattled them. One of them sounded like it had liquid in it and the other had two or three loose items within. Looking at the channel info, he found out how to open them and almost did until he remembered that Jynx had worked on the Tyaa plague.

“Shit.” He set the little metal cylinders on the main console and backed away. Composing himself, he realized even if she carried something deadly, it wouldn’t open by accident. “Not if she wore them around in her bra.” Sudden or even violent movement wouldn’t open them. They had to be deliberately opened.

“But what the hell is in there?” He shook his head. “Has she really been playing me? Getting cozy so I keep her alive long enough for her to get me and Roberts in the same room and then she lets us both have it? A big old dose of the plague? I deliver her to Roberts, who kills her, but ha ha ha, we’re gonna die too?”

Shaking his head, Foster couldn’t even imagine Jynx doing that. Not in a million years. She’d been horrified she’d hurt him while trying to read his mind, and clearly ashamed that her anger got the better of her. He couldn’t blame her for trying. He’d been a right bastard, egging her on and practically daring her to. In an effort to protect herself and her child, she fought back with the last power she had. What she’d done scared the crap out of him and her.

He had to find out what was in those things. Putting them in his back pocket, he left the bridge, carrying her underclothes.

“Gonna get the truth from you one way or another. Know just how to do it, too.”





Jynx reached for the cylinders, and he grabbed her wrist. He tugged her to the bars with a slow, persistent strength.

“Let go.” She tried to free herself, but his fist wrapped around her wrist like iron.

Shoving the cylinders into his pocket, he lifted his hand to capture her face. “Are you afraid of me?”

“Yes.” Her answer came automatic and honest.

“Smart. You should be.” Cupping her chin, he lowered his hand until it rested against her throat.

He had to feel the pounding of her pulse in his palm as it pressed right against her jugular vein.

“Fear excites you, doesn’t it?” he asked.

Beads of sweat popped up on her upper lip, and she wanted to lift her hand to wipe them away. But if she moved…

Foster lowered his face and brushed his mouth to her lips, licking away her sweat. Lifting his mouth to her ear, he whispered, “I can taste your fear, Sweets, along with your need.”

Frozen, she didn’t know what to say or do as her mind and body warred between lust and loathing.

“Tell me what’s in those two containers, or I’m gonna fill you so full of fear, you’ll pass out. Got it?”

Realizing they had bars between them, she tried to pull free, but his hand on her wrist tightened along with his hand on her throat. Just a bit. Just enough to remind her the pressure could get much worse.

“Foster, please, stop. I’ll tell you the truth, just don’t hurt me.”

“Maybe I should hurt you. Make sure you tell me the truth.”

“I’ve never lied to you, and I’m not going to start now.”

“Yeah?” Rubbing his lips to hers, he licked her mouth and asked, “Are you wet?”

“Yes.” Shocked by her honest admission, she hung her face and looked away.

“Don’t play with me, ’cause you’re gonna lose. I’ll come in there and see for myself.”

“What do you expect me to say, no? And then you come in here find out I am and feel vindicated? What is it you want, Mr. Nash? Just tell me and be done with it.”

He let her go suddenly, and she stumbled back.

“What’s in these things?” He held up the two slim metal cylinders well out of her reach.

“Inoculate. The other has two micros, the directions for how to make the inoculate and how to deliver it. There’s also a pill.”

“What’s the pill?”

“A suicide pill. I had planned to use it on myself, but obviously I won’t do that now.” She touched her belly, then looked away, ashamed she’d actually considered using it to thwart Roberts. Now that she had a child, an innocent, Jynx couldn’t even contemplate such an act.

“How did you know you were gonna need this?”

“Something just never felt quite right to me. The closer we came to the answer, the more that feeling gnawed at me. I wanted insurance, a backup, something.” The twin tubes seemed terribly small in Foster’s hand. “I need to get the rest to someone who will fight off what Roberts is planning. I think I’m wasting my time asking you, but grant me a dying wish and take that to possibly the only person who could launch a successful campaign against the IWOG military.”

“Who?”

“Michael ‘Overlord’ Parker.”

“What makes you think he gives a shit about the whole of humanity?”

“I don’t. But I’ll bet he cares a great deal about himself and keeping his empire intact. If nothing else, he’ll save his planet.” Grimly, she admitted, “I can’t save everybody, but at least I can save some.” Jynx looked up and caught his gaze. “Somehow, saving the man the IWOG despises almost as much as me seems entirely apropos.”



Determined to keep his focus, Foster struggled to comprehend why Jynx had told him the truth. Hell, she told him why. Since she couldn’t save everybody, she tried to save as many people as she could.

“What a martyr you are.” Even knowing she was for real, he still pushed just a bit more.

“Why? Because I don’t want everybody to die?” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “Trust is for suckers, right? Why should you trust me? Why should Michael? For all you know, I could be handing you purified virus, not inoculate. Maybe I am what Roberts has said all along. A sick, destructive mental defective who wants to kill everyone because…oops. See. There’s the problem. Why, Mr. Nash? Roberts hasn’t actually come up with a plausible reason for my insanity, right? Why do I want to kill everyone, including myself? Oh, wait, I don’t need a reason. I’m insane. Pretending for sixteen years to care about people so I can actually kill them all. After healing their cuts and broken bones, their battered bodies, bringing their children into the world. I did all of that only so I could obliterate them later.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you had this?”

“Are you playing the part of the hurt lover now?” Jynx threw her hands in the air and laughed. “Honestly, Mr. Nash, I didn’t tell you right away because I was a bit intimidated to tell you about my plan to save the universe when you were convinced I wanted to do the opposite and destroy it. Admit it. When you first took me prisoner, you believed Roberts, that I created the Tyaa plague. I can’t even imagine what your face would have looked liked if I told you the truth that my goal, my raison d’etre, was to save trillions upon trillions of sentient beings from it. I didn’t want you to think I was suffering from delusions of grandeur. Frankly, I know for a fact I am. I’m fooling myself. I’ll be lucky if I can help you walk away from this, let alone anyone else.”

He couldn’t believe she still wanted to help him even after all the hateful things he’d said.

“If you wanted to save everyone, why the suicide pill? Too afraid to save yourself?” Foster probed a tender spot because he wanted to know why she would kill herself. What did she think her death would accomplish?

“I didn’t want to suffer at Roberts’s hands.” Her voice grew cold and cutting. “Once delivered, my work safely in someone’s hands, I would have killed myself rather than let Roberts have one sick taste of pleasure from killing me as a public spectacle.”

All along she could have killed herself or slipped the pill to him. It scared the crap out of him that she’d had a deadly weapon tucked into her bra the entire time.

“I’m going to die in a very nasty, bloody and public way. Roberts is going to execute me with the media watching. I was hoping to avoid that.”

“You would kill yourself to avoid the indignity of a public execution?” His survival instinct would force him to fight to the bitter end.

“Not much, I know. But something. Denying Roberts that sick pleasure. Only thing I could think of, since I’d never live to see whether I succeeded in saving anyone. But now…” Jynx didn’t touch her belly. She didn’t have to. Foster knew she thought of the child waiting there. Growing there. Trusting her to protect it. And she would. Or die trying. Jynx wouldn’t kill herself now.

Foster actually lifted his hand to his key ring, plucked out the key to her cell with a knowing finger. Darkness fell around him like a black blanket tossed over his head. Startling back, he yanked his gun from his hip, flicked off the safety and kept it pointed to the floor as he waited, breathing deep in the dark.

From the right, he heard Jynx say, “It’s just the ship giving me nighttime, remember? Sixteen/eight split. Annoying, isn’t it? Good luck finding your way to the door. It’s by the red light over there. Try not to shoot yourself in the foot on your way out.” Her voice held no malice, only a weary resignation and a bit of mocking that he’d forgotten the rhythm of his own ship.

He heard her moving in the dark off to his right.

After she brushed her teeth, covers ruffled as she climbed into bed. “Are you going to stand there all night?”

“Maybe I’m going to come in there and sleep with you.”

“With that big old gun and those shiny keys? I doubt it.” Jynx rolled over and snuggled in with a sigh.

Gun drawn, he still stood in the dark. Listening. Her breathing rate slowed. To his shock, a slow giggle came from her bunk. “Holster your gun and go to bed, Foster. Or go play with your ship. Or yourself. Whatever. Just go.”

Gritting his teeth, he said, “Lights.”

Every light in the room blazed.

Jynx shot up out of bed, holding the blanket to her chest.

With a deliberate finger, he flipped the safety on, then holstered his weapon. He took off his equipment belt, dumped it in one of the cages, then plucked out the two metal cylinders, tossed them on the bed, exited, and said, “Lock number four.”

With a snick, the cage locked down when he closed the door.

“Open number six.”

A smart click.

Foster strode over to her cell door and yanked it open. He grinned at her shocked face. “What did you say to me?”



Jynx gulped. She had no idea Foster could order his ship around like that. She’d giggled at the thought she’d get to go to bed on the sounds of him stumbling out of the dark cell room. The situation wasn’t nearly so funny now that he was staring at her with a curious tilt to his head, while standing less than three strides from where she stood by her bunk, clutching a useless blanket to her chest like a flimsy shield.

He took a step. “What did you say to me?”

“Nothing I’d care to repeat.”

Devoid of emotion, he laughed in a sharp burst. “Smart move.” He took another step.

Jynx backed up.

“Where’re you gonna go, Sweets?” He took another step.

Darting a glance behind her, she backed up another step and realized she almost stood in the shower. Getting desperate and afraid, she hissed, “Stop it.”

“What’s wrong? It’s not so funny now?”

Big and hulking, riddled with bulging muscles that strained against faded jeans and a worn steel-blue T-shirt, Foster looked anything but funny. Summer-blue eyes turned dark azure as he pinned her with a lethal gaze. One solid burst of energy and he could tear her apart. Or worse. One little touch of his finger and he could force her surrender.

“Funny? No. Not anymore. I apologize, Mr. Nash. Now please leave my cell.”

“I got serious issues with being laughed at.” Foster closed the distance between them and lifted his hand to the blanket. “I don’t think this is going to help you much.” He yanked it from her hands and tossed it aside. “Other thing I got serious issues with is someone giving me orders on my ship.”

Jynx startled back into the shower. “I’m not ordering you to leave I’m—asking.” Heaven help her, she’d beg him if he’d just go away. If he thought he intimidated her he was right, he did, but it excited her too. Dear God, she was insane! She still wanted him even knowing it was just a game to him.

He looked around the shower. “I’ve got a nice memory of this room. You all naked and wet, and me with all my clothes on.”

She remembered with hot clarity. “You busted your scanner, didn’t you?” Keeping her voice bright, she hoped to distract him. For what, she wasn’t sure, but distracting him seemed like a good start to a plan.

“That’s right. I’ll have to charge Roberts extra for that.” He trapped her with his arms. “Busted my scanner in the line of duty. Hazard pay, I think.”

“And what of bedding me? Is that hazard pay as well?”

“No.” Foster pressed her back to the wall, molded his body to hers as he forced her chin up. “That’s what they call bonus.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Foster gazed down into her eyes. Despite the brightness of the lights, her pupils were dilated. Even in the relative darkness of the semi-enclosed shower, they seemed bigger than they should. She didn’t tense away but surrendered, melting against him. Ruthless bastard aside, Jynx still wanted him.

As if she realized what she was doing, she tightened and leaned back. “I think you’ve done enough to earn your bonus, don’t you?” Despite her fear, she kept her gaze to his as she pressed against the plastic shower cell wall.

Jynx didn’t try to get away because she knew she couldn’t. Foster held her so fully pinned, if she moved at all she’d make a whole lot of friction. Just thinking about it made Foster hard. Rather than pull away, he pressed closer, nudging her belly with his erection.

“I think I should wring from you everything you’re willing to give.” Lowering his face, he brushed his cheek along hers as he slid his lips to her ear. “Taste every last bit of a beautiful, educated, smart and sexy IWOG lady.”

“Who’s pregnant.”

She looked triumphant when he pulled back.

“You think that bothers me? That you’re knocked up?” Foster touched her belly with a possessive hand. “I don’t care. I want you willing. I wanna make you feel good.” Foster bit along her neck and teased the curve of her breast.

Reluctantly, she moaned.

“I only know what you told me about the guy, but I’ll bet I’m a hell of a lot better at stoking your fire than he was.” Foster slid his hand lower, stroking his fingers across the edge of her bellybutton. “Don’t lie to me. Sex wasn’t like this with Brandt, was it?”

“No.” She closed her eyes, horrified at her own honesty.

“No. Not like this.” Swirling his fingers lower, Foster slid them between her legs, pushing just hard enough to elicit a groan. “It wasn’t like this because you never wanted quite as badly as you do now. You want me something fierce. Even knowing what a ruthless bastard I am.” Touching his lips to her ear, he whispered, “Tell me the truth, Jynx. You want me.”

“Yes.” Her breathless admission struck him as strongly as if she’d bit him in a haze of passion.

Fighting desperately for control, Foster knew this had nothing whatsoever to do with his grand plan to save her. This was strictly personal. He just wanted her one last time, and he wanted her willing because he couldn’t take her any other way.

“Be my servant. Give yourself to me.”

Jynx sucked down a deep breath that trembled with fear and need.

“You want,” he encouraged. “So do I. What could it hurt? It isn’t like anyone is going to come knocking on the door, right?”

“Stop throwing my words back in my face, Mr. Nash.” She reached out, grasped the edge of his button fly, yanked it hard and down, popping the buttons apart with a sharp thwhap.

Instantly aroused by her aggression and her clear sign of agreement, Foster settled her hand around his silk-clad cock. “The smell of you, the taste of you, just the thought of you makes me hard.” Taking her hand up and down his length made him groan. “What could one more night hurt?”



“One more night?” Jynx asked, cupping him. “Before you deliver me to the lion’s den?” Pressing her hand a bit harder, a bit tighter, leaning close, she asked, “One last night with the legendary Never-Fail Nash?” A part of her wanted to stroke him to critical mass as fast as she could, if only to feel triumphant by it. Another part wanted him to last the whole night through.

One last time with him would be a bonus to her as much as it would be to him. Whether he told the truth or not, he would enjoy having sex with her for the same reasons she’d enjoy it with him. They seemed to be very good together. Jynx tried to force the fact that she loved him to the back of her mind as she just enjoyed the pleasure of his touch, but love got all tangled up in the sensations of her body and she finally just let it. What did it matter now? If she was a fool for love, she certainly wouldn’t be alive long enough to regret it.

“I’ll be your servant once again, Foster, if you’ll be my master.”

Rippling with power, his body pressed hers tight to the wall of her prison shower. “Call me Mr. Nash. You know I like that.” He pressed his hand firmly to the juncture of her thighs. All that stood between them was his mustard yellow T-shirt.

Breathless, trying not to move, Jynx said, “Yes, Mr. Nash.”

“Yes.” His voice mocked, trilling to her ear. “Lovely lady so corrupted. Let’s find out how much.” He pulled back. “Tell me what you want.”

“Aren’t you changing the parameters of the game?” she asked with a coyly arched brow. “I thought you were in charge.” Lifting her head, she challenged him. Why was she doing this? Space crazy, she told herself, but then she told herself that it didn’t matter now. This wouldn’t change anything, but the truth was, she wanted to take one last plunge into the delicious pleasure he could fill her with. Brutal tender control. Jynx surrendered her body in full league with her heart and soul. “I am at your mercy, Mr. Nash.”

“Mercy?”

“If you have it. Mercy with control.”

“Control?” He tasted the sharp tang of the word by rolling it in his mouth. He grabbed her hand and dragged her from the cell room, down the hall, past his bedroom to a room filled with art supplies.

“What’s this?”

“My studio. I like to paint. I’ve got an urge to paint you.”

“You want me to pose for you? Now?”

His eyes blazed. “Strip.”

Startled at the harshness of his command, she hesitated for a moment, then slipped off her robe. She stood before him dressed only in his ugly mustard yellow T-shirt with grease stains and a hole under the arm. Catching the hem, she went to pull it over her head.

“Wait.” He ran his finger along the frayed collar. “I think it’s time to retire this battered relic.” Grasping it tight with his fists, he yanked and ripped it right down the center.

His rough handling so shocked her, she reeled back. Foster caught the edges and pulled her against his rock-hard body.

“What’s wrong? Too aggressive?” Lowering his lips to her ear, he gave her a sharp nip. “I thought you liked that about me.” Pressing her to him with the edges of his own ripped T-shirt, lifting her a bit so that her belly pressed against the painful erection in his boxers, which was prominently displayed by his unbuttoned jeans, Foster manipulated her body to his with a frightening finesse. “Only got to say stop.”

Trying to keep her voice from coming out in a breathless whisper, Jynx shook her head, nodded yes, then said, “Tell me one thing.”

“Maybe.” Biting and working his way along her neck, he tilted her head back, and asked, “What?”

“You’re not going to hurt me, are you?”



Foster considered her face for a long time. “No. Told you once before I don’t want to hurt you.” Stroking his finger from her face to her nipple, twisting it gently between his forefinger and thumb, he said, “I want to make you feel good.” Lowering his head, he took one tight nipple to his mouth and sucked softly, urging it to a greater contraction. “You don’t like what I’m doing, you say stop. Better do it soon.”

On a gasp, Jynx cradled his head to her breast. “Go.”

Teasing her breasts with his mouth, his rough facial hair, he trailed his hand down to center on the wet heat between her legs. Rolling his fingertips in a soft circle caused her to whimper and cling to him. Loving the taste of her, the feel of her and that maddening scent of her, Foster struggled to simply torment her, to make her lose control while maintaining his own.

“Do you like that?” he asked, placing his mouth to her other breast as he continued to finger her.

“Yes.”

When she tried to touch him, he pushed her hands away and dropped to his knees. Nudging her open, exposing her to the tender mercies of his tongue, Foster reveled in the tart, sweet taste of her and the ever-increasing moans of pleasure that shook her lovely body. Pushing her right to the edge, he stopped and grinned up at her.

Frustration made her eyes dark amethyst. Her mouth worked slowly open and closed. Even though he was on his knees before her, she had no doubt who was in charge. While she watched, he slipped his tongue to her clit with one long, slow swipe.

Her head rolled back as she moaned. “Oh—my—Foster.”

“I’m ready to paint you now.” He stood, tore off his shoes, socks and his jeans, and tossed them away, then pushed the ripped T-shirt from Jynx’s shoulders.

“Stand here.” He placed her on a fabric tarp on the floor. Still wearing his hunter green silk boxes, he hummed as he searched through the boxes of paints for one in particular. A very special paint. “Ah, here it is.”

Jynx gave the bottle a curious, somewhat leery gaze. “Where’s the canvas?” She looked around the studio.

Dipping a brush into the oddly sparkly, iridescent paint, Foster stroked a broad swath of it down from her chin to her navel. “You. You’re the canvas.”



Jynx thought he meant paint her as in paint a portrait of her, not actually paint her body. Standing still, letting the slide of the brush along her flesh remind her of his mouth, she couldn’t stop trembling. Sharp desire flared.

Decorating her with curlicues and intricate designs, he covered her with the shiny paint. He even stroked some through her hair and across her cheekbones. She had no idea what she looked like, but if the straining in his boxers gave any indication, he seemed pleased with his work.

He considered her with a discerning gaze. “Just as I imagined. Your skin is a wonderful canvas.” He handed her the brush, slipped off his boxers and ordered, “Do me.”

“Do you?” She held the brush in her hand as she considered his demand.

He flashed her that biting grin. “With the paint.”

Obviously his nudity did not make him feel vulnerable in any way. He stood tall, waiting for her to paint him.

Considering his powerful body, she swept the brush across his face, like war paint, then used it to further accentuate his muscles. Dripping and draping it around his pectorals, his biceps, even down along the powerful ripple of his quadriceps. She stroked glistening paint on his back from the muscular thrust of his gluteus maximus to his hamstrings.

He chuckled as she ran the brush up his obliques. “That tickles.”

She thought about stroking the brush along his penis—that would stop his chuckles—but she noticed he’d been careful to avoid certain places on her body, so she did the same.

She stepped back to consider her work. Foster looked like a Greek statue defaced by vandals. But as she looked closer she realized the iridescent paint enhanced his body and made him seem magical. All his beautiful muscles defined. Looking deep, Jynx saw his marshmallow heart, hidden far below his powerful body.

“Done?”

“Yes.”

He took the paint and brush from her and set them aside. “Lights.”

Darkness fell.

She gasped. “The paint glows in the dark.”

He let her look, even turned slowly for her.

She did so for him.

“Watch this.”

Foster stroked his finger from her chin to her navel. Flashing sparks flew from her body. A small electrical charge followed the shimmers, trailing down, from her chin to her clit.

“Oh—my—Foster—what is this?” It felt wonderful, magnifying the pleasure of his touch tenfold.

“Do you like it?” Running his hands along the dried paint sent sharp electric bursts across her skin.

Jynx couldn’t answer, let alone stand up. She reached out, hoping to steady herself against him, but when she made contact, the paint shimmered and electricity charged through her hands. She threw herself against him. Blinding sparks so bright she winced her eyes closed, but it was the burst of pleasure that literally floored her.



“Ah, God.” Foster fell with her to the tarp. As he caressed her paint-smeared body, the multicolored sparks generated greater electricity. “I discovered this paint by accident. Never showed anyone but you.”

“Why me?”

Because I trust you. “Because you’re my lovely servant.” He’d discovered the magical qualities of this paint when he’d spilled it on himself, and he’d longed to use it like this ever since. To use it with Jynx filled him with such a great and powerful lust, he could barely control himself. His desire took on a softer edge as love filled him. He wanted to bury his face in her hair and beg her forgiveness for what would come. But he didn’t. Instead, he rolled her until she lay facedown on the tarp.

“What—”

“Hush. Lie still.” He traced his hands along the paint of her back and bottom. She moaned and writhed below him as he slowly parted her thighs. Carefully, balancing himself along his arms, he lowered his body to hers. Nudging his penis between her legs, he entered her as slowly as he could from behind. Jynx helped by angling herself up, opening to him, helping him inside. A sharp vulgar expletive involuntarily came from his mouth as Jynx lifted, rocked her hips, impaling herself on him. Every new angle of her hips altered the sensations along his penis until he had to withdraw almost entirely or he’d lose control.

“Don’t stop.” Jynx lifted her upper body, resting her weight on her elbows as she turned her head to him.

Angling her chin, drawing her back, he kissed her sideways until he found it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t kiss her as deeply as he wanted. He slid off her, rolled her to her side, then lifted her leg to his hip as he pushed her legs apart with his thigh. Face to face, as she lay back, he leaned into her.

“Wrap your lovely legs around me. Cradle me with your body.” Kissing her deeply, he lifted his thigh, pressing it to her bottom as he rocked her slowly onto the full of his cock. Bit by bit deeper. She had to accept or they could not snuggle this close.

Paint shimmered each time they touched. Foster wanted to scream out how much he loved her, how much he would sacrifice for her, but he held his tongue as tightly as he held her body.

Never wanting the moment to end, Foster kept his strokes slow, taking deep breaths between to hold back the ensuing critical mass. Touching her, tasting her, feeling as if he consumed her with the flaring sparks from the paint, Foster fought the primal need to ravage her. He wanted to take her hard and fast and banish that painful need forever.

“I love you, Foster,” Jynx said, brushing her fingers to his face, lighting it up with sparks. “I will always love you. Even knowing what you will do to me. Because I know you have no choice.”

Foster couldn’t bear to hear any more and smothered her mouth with kisses. In his heart, he knew he would never banish his need for Jynx. No amount of sex would ever quench his thirst, because it wasn’t sex he craved. It was love. What he needed could never be fully sated. But her lovely mouth whispering such forgiving words would shatter his resolve. He’d never be able to free her if he thought too much about what he would do to her in the coming days.

Increasing his pace, he carefully stroked her clit with a matching beat until she tightened around him. He came in a torrent that shook his body so hard, he cried out. A groan erupted as Foster buried his face in her hair.

Breathing of lingering strawberries, it was the stunning forgiveness of her that made him fall against her and hide his face. So she would not see the tears that filled his eyes.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Jynx did not need to see his face. She felt drops along her neck and knew Foster cried as he held her desperately. Empathetic tears flowed down her cheeks. He could play at being a ruthless bastard all he wanted. He could say the most vulgar and hateful things. He pretended to care nothing more for her than a willing partner in a game of sex. To use his vernacular, Jynx simply didn’t buy it. Why he did it, Jynx didn’t fully understand. Perhaps to keep himself emotionally distant from the pain of what he had to do, because she knew he was going to take her to Roberts. There was no truth other than that.

“I forgive you, Foster.”

“Don’t,” he moaned, wrapping his arms in almost a crushing hug about her. Whatever had made the paint spark abated. It hardly even glowed in the dark now. “I’m a very bad man. You should hate me.”

“Yes, I know. Because that would make it so much easier for you if I hated you. But I don’t. I know there is nothing you can do to save me, even though you wish you could.”

“It’s just a game, all a game. I’m just using you.”

“So you keep saying.” She wanted to point out his tears but couldn’t draw attention to a vulnerability that might hurt him further. Things were bad enough. No point in increasing his pain. She couldn’t believe it, but they were right back where they started what seemed a lifetime ago—her accepting her fate and him not.

“There is a part of me that wishes I could hate you. How easy it would be for me to focus all my rage on you. But it’s not your fault. Nor is it mine.” She sighed and wrapped her legs tightly, drawing him close. “The situation is what it is. Your choices are as limited, if not more limited, than mine.”

“How can you?” Foster shook his head against hers. “How can you just so calmly accept that I’m going to be responsible for killing you?”

“Because you’re not responsible. I don’t blame anyone but Roberts.”

“But I’m helping that sick freak.” Foster’s voice was so low she could barely hear him.

“You’re doing your job. Again, Foster, if you didn’t take me in, someone else would. It would be an exercise in futility for me to even think I can ever be free.”



Foster wanted to grab her and shake her and make her as mad as he was. To what end? Wouldn’t change a thing. In a part he barely acknowledged, he despised her for being right. If only he could be ruthless, brutal and vicious enough, he could turn it all around.

Fighting down a sudden urge to tell her everything, Foster smoothed his face along hers, found her lips, kissed her with just a stroke of his mouth along hers. “Hate to break this up, Sweets, but we have to wash this stuff off. In about two minutes, it’s going to start itching something fierce.”

He took her to his shower and washed off as much of the paint as he could. Little sparkles still flashed on her skin and in her hair. She looked even more like a sprite. As she carefully washed him, he got hard again.

“I think we’re clean enough.” Rudely, he pushed her hands away, rinsed off and stepped from the shower. He tossed her a towel. “Dry off. And thanks. I can’t believe you let me have one last ride. You’re a real sport.”

That comment should have flushed her face red with anger, but she only considered him curiously as she dried herself off.

He tried again. “Guess you really do like it rough and nasty. Four men? I’m beginning to doubt that more and more. Unless, you took them on all at once. That I’d believe.”

Unfazed, she only considered him with her intense otherworldly eyes.

“I keep telling you, Sweets, and you just keep letting me—”

“Stop.” She shushed him with a finger to his lips. “You don’t have to do this. You get the money, keep your reputation intact, and I’ll continue to be your lover.”

“You’re giving me permission?”

“Yes. Just don’t say nasty things to me anymore. I don’t believe it, so stop doing it.”

“Okay. So, can I do nasty things to you?”

“If you consider what we just did with the paint nasty, then by all means, Mr. Nash, do your worst.”

This wasn’t going at all the way he wanted it to. He wanted to make her mad, make her hate him, because he didn’t want Roberts to even suspect that they had something so incredible between them. No matter what he said or did, Jynx just didn’t buy it. She seemed to be able to see right through him and see the truth behind the ugly words and brutal hostility that fooled so many others.

“I’ll give you a choice. You can sleep in my bed and let me have my way with you again, or I can take you back to your cell.”

Toweling the last of the water from her hair, Jynx hung her towel up, then ran and jumped into his bed, sliding halfway across the silk before she stopped. Foster stood and watched her exuberant display with a grin he had to forcefully bite down.

“If I didn’t make my choice clear, I choose to sleep in your bed, with you, and you can do whatever you’d like to me while I’m here.” Lying back, stretching her hands above her head, she gripped the headboard. “You can even tie me up.”

A surge of mastery swept him. Every time he thought they’d gone about as far as they could, she just pushed that edge a bit further. How far would she actually let him go?

“Tie you up?” The idea of binding her excited him. “Don’t move.” He left the room and returned with a pair of plastimetal cuffs. “Stand up.”

She did, and he handcuffed her arms behind her back. When he turned her around, he could see an edge of fear in her eyes. “Are you afraid of me?”

“Yes.” It seemed to excite her all the more.

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

Raising her up by her hips, Foster leaned back as he lifted her against his body. “Spread your legs around me.” She did. With her hands behind her, she couldn’t move or she’d topple them both to the floor.

“What are you—”

Without any preliminaries, Foster impaled her, settling her captive body to his thick, straining cock. “So wet, so sweet, so tight.” Grasping her under her bottom, bending his knees to balance her slight weight, Foster pinned her to his body. “Utterly at my mercy.”



Jynx trembled with his hot words spinning in her mind as he filled her. She’d never made love standing up like this because she never had a partner as strong as Foster. He balanced her weight easily as his massive arms and legs held her up.

All she could do was lock her legs together and hold on to him with her thighs. Arms cuffed behind her back, she realized she couldn’t move or she’d upset the delicate balancing act. As he slid her body against his, her clit rubbing against the rough edge of his pubic hair, she felt critical mass building to a fever pitch.

“Do you like this?” Keeping his face low, he peered at her with a grin, bit off by his upper teeth against his lower lip. Boy-next-door grown up with an adult erotic curiosity.

“Very much.”

He gripped her tightly and walked from his bedroom. Each step made a delicious swipe against her.

“Where are you going?”

“Don’t know yet. I like looking at you.” He angled her back so he could look. “I like feeling you around me. I think I’ll walk around with you like this. It feels good.”

So he did. He walked rather aimlessly around his ship, stopping occasionally to press her against a wall, or a table, thrust gently into her, look deep into her eyes, tease her to the edge, then continue to walk around.

Heaven help her, it drove her crazy. “Take me to the bridge.”

He caught her gaze. “Yeah? Want to get back in my chair?”

“Yes. Your seat of power.”

His eyes widened. “You figured that out, did you?”

“It’s where you feel most powerful.”

Striding along the hallway, he took her to the bridge. He settled himself in his chair, tapped at the keypad, and a soft lavender light made the bridge glow. A crash of thunder shook the ship as a flash of blue lightning rippled down the sides of the bridge. Plinks and plunks of rain against the ship rang softly metallic.

Foster spun the chair away from the main console, stood, turned around and sank slowly to his knees until Jynx sat in his pilot chair.

“Give you a little taste of that power, lovely lady.”

Balancing her body by using her bound hands against the seat of the chair, she stretched her legs out, toes pointed, barely able to reach the floor. “Little taste is right. I can’t do much.”

“Yeah. A tragedy.” Foster gripped her hips and gave a hard thrust to her curiously bound yet free body. “Can’t give you too much power. You might go mad with it and take over the ship. Make me your slave.”

“You mean like you have to me?” Jynx accepted his thrust by holding her arms taut behind her.

“Haven’t even shown you but the tip of the iceberg of my madness. You really don’t want to push me that far.”

“Why?”

“Because I might very well hurt you.”

“I can take it.”

“Sweets—”

“Like you said, you’ll make me take it.”

She felt his body surge up with power. His hands tightened on her hips with his fingers digging forcefully into her buttocks.

“Don’t play this game with me. Don’t.”

“Tap into that anger in you, Foster. That anger that you have against the situation you’ve been forced into. Batter me with that anger. Thrust into me like a mad man with it. I want you to.”

“No, you don’t.” Shaking his head, pulling back, Foster groaned when she wrapped her legs tight around him and pulled him back to her body.

“Yes, I do.”

Tight, sharp breaths expanded and constricted his chest. Gritting his teeth, fighting against himself, he shook his head. “I don’t want to hurt you or—” He dipped his gaze her belly.

“You won’t.” Jynx pulled him with her legs.

Foster closed his eyes, determined to resist.

“I want the animal in you. If this is to be my last time, I want you primal and raw.”

Clutching around his shaft, she continued to beg him, and just when she didn’t think he would or could indulge her, he growled and lunged, forcing her legs even wider as he thrust into her. Jynx submitted to him instantly. She offered her body up to a furious, pounding assault that made her howl with sublime pleasure. Despite what he thought, he wasn’t hurting her. His rough lovemaking felt so good, she wished it would go on forever.

They worked their bodies together in frenzied madness, fighting the hopelessness that they could never be together. Anger drove him to take her, and anger drove her to accept him. Unable to take her eyes off the rippling power in his arms as he held her down, pinning her to the chair with his strength as he ruthlessly plowed his body into hers, Jynx finally looked up and caught his gaze.

Covered in sweat, he gnashed his teeth as he held her down, took her like a brute with his body as his eyes blazed to a laser blue. Fearsome yet fragile, Foster trusted her, hated her, loved her, needed her. He closed his eyes suddenly, his face twisting as he fought back a now powerful, inevitable climax.

Rubbing his thumb forcefully across her clit, he demanded with a low, deep bass, “Come for me, Jynx. Let me feel you.”

Jynx came in a tumbling rush, tightening around him, but he didn’t stop. He rubbed her till she climaxed again. Screaming, Jynx shoved her body off his chair, forced his body to the floor and impaled herself to him with one final thrust. Against his will, he came, matching her bellowing scream of release.

Trembling, exhausted, he cradled her carefully to the floor and just lay side by side with her, recovering in the lavender rain.

When Jynx tried to make herself more comfortable with her arms bound behind her back, he stood, pulled her up, then lifted her to his shoulder. He carted her to her cell.

Once he locked her in, he uncuffed her. In a cold voice, looking directly into her eyes, he said, “I take you to Roberts tomorrow.” He turned and walked away without a backward glance.


Chapter Twenty-Four

“Are you ready?”

Jynx nodded. She stood dressed in her clinging lilac dress, her now cleaned sandals and, Foster realized with dismay, without her lace panties. They were still stuffed in the pocket of his jeans that he’d tossed aside in the studio last night. Back on the Damn You waiting for his return. Alone. At least she had her lacy white bra on. What a consolation that must be to her.

“I have to cuff you.”

Jynx nodded and put her hands behind her back.

“No. I’ll do it in the front.” Last night, he’d forced himself to look at her with cutting eyes as he unbound her and put her back in her cage. Today, he couldn’t meet her terrified gaze. “It will be more comfortable, in front.” Another modest consolation. Making her more comfortable as he took her to a public execution. Horror rumbled ever closer to his shuttle.

Lifting her hands to the front, Foster winced when he saw how badly her arms trembled. Faint rings of purple seemed to glare at him, like neon, from her tender wrists. Last night came back with a guilty, pleasurable rush. He cuffed Jynx carefully. “Okay? Not too tight?”

She nodded. Foster couldn’t meet her gaze. He just couldn’t. “I’ll take that stuff to Michael. He may not give a rat’s about the whole of humanity, but he’ll look after his own.”

“Thank you.” Her voice warbled.

He could practically hear her heart thudding in her chest as he stood beside her on his shuttle. Caught up in the worry over her came a sudden worry over her child. “Take a deep breath, Jynx. Very slow.”

She did and relaxed a skosh.

“We’re on planet Juno. Port Belle.”

“Yes.”

Faint rumblings could be heard just beyond the safe metal walls of the Damn You shuttle. Foster called the little craft the Darn You but didn’t think Jynx would appreciate the humor in that. At the moment, he could barely use it to distract himself from the inevitable showdown. Moments away now. So terribly close. Taking a deep breath himself, he forced himself to relax.

“I’m so afraid, Foster.” She swallowed with a dry click. “I don’t want to die.”

Ignoring a need to reassure her that he would do everything he could, he finally met her gaze. Her eyes were lovely and violet and so wide, framed by shining links of beautiful honey-blonde hair. Never in his life had he looked upon a woman so impossibly beautiful. So utterly doomed. In her eyes, he saw she knew the truth, accepted it, and even forgave him for his part in it. She loved him like no other woman could. Drawing strength from her, he stood tall and readied himself for what would come.

The rumbling grew ever louder beyond the shuttle walls.

Shocking him profoundly, she squared her shoulders, tossed back her short-hacked hair and met his gaze with resolve. “I’m ready.”

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes.” She answered automatically. Just as she always had when he demanded that truth from her. “But you cannot save me.” It came out broken and lost, tears spilled over the edges of her eyes, tracking slowly down her face.

It sounded as if a million people stood beyond this space clamoring for her blood. The longer they lingered in the shuttle, the louder, more booming, the angry mob became.

“No matter what I say, no matter how vulgar and nasty I seem or what I do, you don’t say a word. Don’t react. Just look straight ahead with your head held high. Got it? Be as indifferent to everything as you can.”

“Even you?”

“Especially me. No matter what I say or do. Got it?”

She stiffened her spine, nodded and said, “Got it.” Lifting her chin, she added, “Jynx Brennan, space doctor.”

Foster wiped her tears away. “You’re beautiful.”

Smiling wanly, Jynx asked, “What waits for me beyond this door, Mr. Nash?” Nodding to the closed shuttle-bay ramp, she again took a deep breath and stood straight.

He suddenly wanted to take her again, rough, hard and fast, right up against the wall. In the same moment, just as intensely, he wanted to grab her and spirit her away. Either way, if he tarried to have Jynx or if he tried to leave, Roberts would have the Darn You blown to dust. No questions asked.

Keeping resolutely to his plan, he admired her spirit as he said, “Because of the media attention, Roberts is demanding the exchange take place on the steps of the courthouse. Wants it all very public and extremely tense. Makes good marketing sense, right? You know the drill.”

Jynx nodded.

“Right now my shuttle is sitting on the lawn of the Port Belle courthouse. IWOG officers will form a perimeter, a pathway, between my shuttle and the courthouse steps, holding back a swelling mob. We’re going to step out and walk that gauntlet. There will be cameras everywhere. Lots of people. Most of them angry and yelling. Don’t let it bother you. None of them will have weapons. Ignore them. Keep your eyes straight ahead. Walk proud.”

“You’ll be beside me?” she asked.

“Yes.” Foster lowered his face. “Right beside you. I’ll be the only one with weapons. Keep that in mind as we walk. This is going to be a long walk, Jynx. From my shuttle to the steps is going to be a good three to five minute walk. Through a mob barely held in check. Don’t hurry. Take your time. Walk with your head high and measured steps. Look straight ahead no matter what. Got it?”

“Yes.”

Just having some idea of what to expect helped Jynx to take deeper breaths as she stood straighter and more resolved. The clamoring cacophony beyond the walls served only to galvanize her further.

“You walk past those angry idiots like the proud and dignified IWOG lady you are.”

She flashed him an impish grin. “Proud and dignified.”

“Yes.” Foster nodded, returning her grin.

“Sans panties.” Jynx grinned wider, and a burst of laughter slipped out. She cupped her bound hands to her face.

“Yes.” Foster too stifled a laugh.

“I find that entirely apropos.” Jynx lowered her bound hands.

“So do I.”

The calm moment was interrupted by a beep from his equipment belt. Plucking up the palm unit, Foster activated it.

“Confirm,” a mechanical voice said.

“Foster Nash. Jynx Brennan in custody. Confirm contract delivery status.”

“Confirm escort to courthouse.”

Foster tapped a different unit. “Error. Locate sixteen unauthorized weapons.”

A long pause. They knew his scanners were way better than theirs. “Coordinates?”

Foster reeled them off. As he watched, each of the red blips were escorted well out of his scanner range. Only one light, red and steady, pulsed on the screen. Roberts. Armed and waiting.

“Contract confirmed?” the voice asked.

“Confirmed. Prisoner identification sending.” Foster pointed the unit at Jynx, then pressed her thumb to the panel. At her curious glance, he shook his head back and forth. Universal for don’t say a thing. Jynx stood impassive and let him press her hand to the unit.

“Identity confirmed.”

Foster looked to her eyes. Forgiveness. So deep he almost lost his resolve.

“Exit when ready.”

Foster cut all connections. “Are you ready?”

“Roberts will be armed?”

“Yes. And waiting on the steps. At the top.” He couldn’t tell her more than that. She’d have to believe in him so completely that if they survived this, they could survive anything.

She bit her lips, clearly bursting to ask him what he was going to do, but she didn’t. He wouldn’t have told her anyway. It was bad enough for him to carry the burden of a plan that could go horribly wrong in a million ways, but he had no choice.

“Are you ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.” Jynx peered up at him. “No matter what happens, I love you, and I want you to know that I forgive you.”

He’d read that in her eyes only moments ago. “Jynx—”

Hushing him with a shake of her head, she leaned close. “Kiss me good-bye.”

He angled her head up and pressed his mouth to hers. He didn’t know if she could tell what words he mouthed against her trembling lips.

She held him still as she slowly mouthed the words, I love you, too.

Wrapping her in his arms, breathing deeply of her, burying his face in the folds of her lovely hair, Foster bit his lip not to cry. A soul-crushing fear welled up from deep inside that he would never hold Jynx again.



Twilight filled the air with gathering shadows as flash pulses and steady lights tore holes in the settling dark. Shouted vulgarities sickened Jynx, but she did as Foster said. She kept her head high and walked with calm steps beside him.

He kept his purposeful strides slow to match her shorter legs. Every inch, he personified a dangerous Fringe ruffian. All in one breath hated and admired by everyone who surrounded them now, the hard-core IWOG consumers who were spoon fed what to think. IWOG officers who held the crowds at bay were just as enchanted as those consumers they held back. They hated her but alternately feared and admired him. Foster played his part to a tee. Never-Fail Nash. Ruthless, brutal, vicious.

Tight obsidian motton stretched across the expanse of his chest, accentuating every straining, rippling muscle. Battered jeans made a second skin along his hips, blatantly cupping the heavy bulge of his semi-erect cock. Thick, black, wide and slung low, his weapon-riddled belt drew attention to the raw sexuality of his body. He had to flip his long sandy blond hair out of his eyes to meet the cameras with a grin. He hadn’t shaved for two days, and his beard made him look scruffy. When he flipped his hair back and grinned, he looked like a proudly dirty little boy.

As she walked, head high, face determinedly set, Foster strutted for the cameras. Deliberately he played up to them. He proudly displayed not only his powerful body but his lovely catch. As they made the long walk from his shuttle to the sweeping courthouse steps, Foster rested his hand on the small of her back, possessive and arrogant as he escorted her along.

Angry shouts that decried Jynx were almost drowned out by gleeful shouts that Foster had well earned his bonus. At first, Jynx didn’t understand, then did. He had been paid extra to bed her. Jynx knew in her heart he had not done so for the money. She believed him when he said he’d never slept with one of his prisoners.

Foster gave a quick dip of his middle finger along the narrow split of Jynx’s bottom, making sure everyone realized she didn’t wear panties.

Cheers erupted as Foster withdrew his suggestive finger. Macho and proud, he ushered her ever closer to the steps where Roberts waited.

Jynx could only imagine how the scene looked to those watching via the Tasher. The crazy yet pretty doctor escorted by a hulking erotic nightmare from a thousand IWOG tales. Willfully touching her, preening for the cameras as she walked resolute.

Don’t react. No matter what I say or do. Don’t. Keep your head high. So Jynx did. Against a voice that told her to rebel, she did what Foster said, despite the fact he was touching her body in blatantly sexual ways. Foster swaggered like a domineering thug as Jynx walked with calm, dignified steps to where Roberts waited. Take your time. Don’t hurry. Oh, God. If he played her, she let him.

A phalanx of IWOG officers barely held the angry mob in check. As she walked the gauntlet, Jynx could smell fresh-mown grass, stickdogs and fluff candy, like this was a crazy carnival. Peripherally, she could see merchants well back, selling T-shirts. She couldn’t make out what was on them but knew it wasn’t flattering.

As Foster leaned near, touching her bottom, she smelled that sharp male essence of him. He pulled away, and she found her nose assaulted by the reek of perfume and cologne from the crowds. She’d forgotten how chemical IWOG consumers smelled.

Jynx could see naked lust in the eyes of not only the women but the men. Lust for blood. Violence. Revenge. Lust for sex. Men would love to ravage her just as the women would love to be at Foster’s mercy. Fighting down her knowledge at her own strange heart, Jynx trusted Foster with a confused, fierce pride. Even as he stroked her, fondled and petted her with nasty glee for the cameras, Jynx didn’t buy it. He was only playing the part of the ruthless bastard. She kept her head high, her steps even no matter what Foster did as he escorted her along the screaming gauntlet.

Roberts waited on the steps of the massive sweeping colonnade that ran up to the courthouse.

Careful, detailed attention to lighting made Victoria Roberts appear larger than life. Calm, powder-blue eyes pinned her as Foster led her up the steps.

Half way up, he stopped. With a pinch to her bottom, he stopped her too.

The crowd went silent.

Jynx waited. Foster cupped her bottom, then slowly snaked his hand to his belt. Plucking up something, he demanded, “Half.”

Roberts nodded to an officer who stood well away from her.

“Contract confirmed for half,” Foster said.

She could only guess he’d just received half of the 270Mil in credits.

“Reconfirm identity,” the officer said.

Foster pressed his thumb, then hers, to the screen in rapid succession.

“Confirmed. Foster Nash delivering Jynx Brennan.”

The crowd erupted into cheering and stomping, shaking the ground below not only the step they stood on, but practically the whole planet of Juno. A hundred IWOG worlds and a good portion of those on the Fringe likely erupted into screaming joy as well. Nothing like live feed to keep the populace up-to-date.

Neither Foster, nor Jynx, nor Roberts reacted.

Fondling her ass with a sly, suggestive hand that he let linger so the cameras could record it, Foster leaned to Jynx and said, “Not long now, Sweets.”

Jynx didn’t react. Keeping her gaze on the horizon, she found Victoria Roberts standing there. Dignified in dark navy with subtle gold highlights. Coal-black hair swept to a simple tidy knot on the nape of her neck, like Jynx wore it, in the lab. Before Jynx had hacked her hair off in a pathetic bid for freedom. Roberts could still unfurl her hair, like a dark mythical snake. Jynx could not unfurl hers in a cascade of light. Hard-hacked, her honey strands barely swept her shoulders.

Keeping her mind calm, Jynx unfocused her eyes and looked at a point just over Victoria’s head. Such a gaze would seem indifferent to one looking in.

Closing the distance, she and Foster now stood one step below Roberts. Foster still had almost half a foot in height on Victoria despite her step up. It again reminded Jynx of what a big man Foster was.

Roberts had arranged it well. No cameras or microphones close. “Shackles should have been in back.” Her voice rolled softly as her lips barely moved.

“Not specified in the contract,” Foster returned, keeping his voice low too.

“Smarter that way,” Victoria said.

“Not really. For what you’re gonna do.”

Roberts calmly assessed Foster. “You know what I’m going to do.” Roberts flicked her gaze to the very lethal IWOG officer’s pistol below her jacket.

“Naw. You’re not going to shoot her. Trust me, Vic, you grin right now, nod, shake my hand and take us both up and inside. Media eye will love it.”

Without missing a beat, Roberts did exactly what Foster suggested.

Burbling excitement, the crowd below had to content themselves with speculation as Roberts drew them inside the media-free courthouse.

Foster stopped. “Half.”

Roberts shot him a murderous glare. Apparently, Foster had changed the rules on her, and she didn’t like it one bit. “Give him the other fucking half!” she shouted to her lackey who stood well back.

With the transfer complete, Foster tucked the device to his belt.

“Give me one good reason for this.” Furious at having been denied a moment she’d waited weeks and paid such a high price for, Roberts glared at Jynx, clearly itching to haul out her gun and shoot.

“She’s knocked up.”

Jynx didn’t even flinch, despite the way her heart lurched in her chest.

“So?” Smirking, Roberts asked, “Is it yours?”

“Hardly.” Foster rolled his eyes. “Brandt’s the father.”

“Again, so?” Roberts cast him a gaze that said she drew ready to pull her gun on him if he didn’t get to the point.

“Father’s a reader, mother’s a reader, what are the odds that the brat will be one too?”

Roberts’s eyes lit up with a thousand evil plans. Jynx fought down an urge to scream and run. Why he was telling Roberts this information?

“The teeming masses want her head.” Victoria washed a freezing glance over her.

“Yeah. For a woman like you, I don’t think you’re gonna have a problem putting together a false report. You got the tech-gear to do it.”

A creepy smile oozed across Roberts’s face. “Keeping her prisoner until I can harvest her baby.”

Jynx’s heart kicked hard at the word harvest. Breathing deep, she focused her eyes on the far wall of the grand courthouse as she fought down every survival instinct she had. She kept her eyes vacant and disinterested even as she tried to understand what role Foster played now.

“How was she?” Roberts eyed Jynx from head to toe, coolly assessing her, almost as if they were potential rivals for Foster’s affections.

Foster pinched her bottom. “Sweet. Tight. Way better than you.”

Jynx had to practically bite her tongue not to react to his touch or what he said. Foster had slept with Roberts? Why? Why would any man want to sleep with such a cold and heartless woman? Maybe he’d been a little drunk and full of himself. Much how Jynx tumbled to bed with Brandt.

“Don’t tell me you fell for the little terrorist?” Victoria asked.

“Get real. I bedded her like you wanted. You know I don’t give a shit about anything but my contract.” Foster plucked another electronic gizmo off his belt. “Are you satisfied that the contract has been met in full?”

“Her shackles were supposed to be loose so I could shoot her out there for the crowd.”

“Reader baby. That’s worth a lot more, and you know it. If you’re not satisfied with the contract, then I can take the bitch back and we can renegotiate. Under the watchful media eye.”

Roberts considered.

Emotionless, Foster said, “Round one included the reader restriction, failsafe, hazard pay. Round two? I’m thinking I’m gonna make off like a bandit if you don’t fold.”

Roberts grimaced but signed off on the contract with a snarl and a snap at her assistant.

Lifting his finger, Foster counted to three, cocked his finger to the lurking crowd who, as if on cue, roared beyond the courthouse walls. “Just hit the Tasher. We’re done now, Vic.”

“So we are.”

“If you have half a brain, and I know you do, you won’t keep her here.”

“It’s none of your business what happens now.” Robert’s cool blue eyes turned cruelly cutting as they settled on Jynx.

“Fine. I’m just telling you that security on this place blows. Get her somewhere else, or you’re gonna have a serious mess on your hands with vigilantes and media whores.”

“It’s not your problem, Nash.”

He laughed. “You got that right, Vic.” Foster tilted Jynx’s face back. “Bye, Sweets. It was a lot of fun while it lasted. Thanks for the ride.” Growling, he gave a biting nip to her lips and winked. “I mean rides.”

Flipping his hair out of his eyes, he turned and walked away.

Jynx kept her head held high and gazed impassively at Victoria Roberts.

“And now it’s just you and me.” A smile of pure malevolence crossed Victoria’s perfectly made-up face.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Without a doubt, walking away was the hardest thing he’d ever done. Turning his back on Jynx and leaving her in the care of a crazy bitch sickened him, but he had no choice. He hoped she really did trust him. She’d have to.

Hang on, lovely lady.

Foster knew in his heart, deep down to that sticking place, Jynx loved him. But would she believe in him? If he were in her shoes, he’d hate his ever-loving guts. He amazed himself with what an unbelievable bastard he could be.

Foster strode back through the huge double doors of the Port Belle courthouse. Lights glared into his face. Flicking his head back, tossing his hair out of his eyes, Foster met the cameras with pride. Wicked blue eyes in a shaggy blond face, a massive muscle-bound body, defined by his gear. Look at me, he wanted his stance to say. Look at the big hulking nightmare, the walking erotic fantasy. He’d never consider himself in quite that light until Jynx spelled it out for him.

As if born to the role, Foster played to the people around him and the people watching all over the Void. With his posturing and preening, Foster catapulted himself from not just a name but a face. A body. A whole arrogant attitude. Damn near a fucking parade!

Drink me in, suck me up. I am a dangerous hunk of male and don’t you forget it. I am a living, breathing and arrogant legend.

All around him, the crowd devoured him. Cheering him as they feared him, wanting him as they rejected him. He had been an interloper, an outsider, but they accepted him now because he delivered one they hated more than they’d ever loathed him. Foster Nash could not have done better but by bringing Michael “Overlord” Parkers’ head on a platter.

A nasty sweep of power rushed through him. Foster was an ex-IWOG consumer who turned to the Fringe. The IWOG worlds pegged him as nothing more than dangerous rebel, a good boy gone bad. But now, twenty years later, they celebrated his deviancy for bringing in Jynx Brennan.

Not a one of them realized she was not even remotely guilty of the crimes she’d been accused of. If Jynx Brennan stood on trial for anything, it would be for trusting way too much. Caring way too much. Sacrificing way too much. All around him, humans called for the blood of a woman who had not hurt them but helped them.

Hating his reputation, knowing the falsehood of it, Foster had never admitted the truth of his kind heart until Jynx made him. Foster strutted for the crowds, the lights, the cameras and the spewing, spiraling Tasher reports, while inside, his marshmallow heart ached.

The crowd below swelled with cheers. Letting a wide smile grace his scruffy face, Foster stomped down the steps, still playing it up for the cameras as he made his way along the gauntlet and back to his shuttle. Once inside the door, he bowed to the surging crowd, then lifted his fist into the air. The cheer that followed almost knocked him on his ass.

He closed the door, pressed his palm against the durosteel and hung his head. The IWOG officers had five minutes to clear the area around the Darn You so Foster could take off. While he waited for clearance, Foster checked his scanner. A shimmering blip could be seen inside the courthouse.

Most scanners would not pick up the faint traces of the iridescent paint. But his could. He’d discovered it by accident as he’d been checking his equipment. Rather than having to find a way to put a tracker on Jynx, he discovered he already had, thanks to her indulgence with the special pleasure paint.

“Trust me, lovely lady.”

Roberts, being a pigheaded fool, wouldn’t move her from the courthouse now, because Foster suggested it. “Told you security on that place blows. But you don’t want to listen.” Sometimes, stubborn streaks paid off.

Once he received clearance, Foster took off and returned to the Damn You. He left Juno behind and made his way to the Fringe.

He couldn’t even imagine what Jynx was thinking now. How he’d manhandled her for a million eyes to see. A trillion by live streaming vid over every channel on the Tasher. Strutting and posturing like an arrogant cocksure male and worse, admitting that he’d slept with Roberts. That thought alone probably made Jynx sick. It made Foster sick. Much like the tale she’d told him of her night with Brandt, Foster could tell such a tale about Roberts. He’d been drunk and full of himself. Victoria hadn’t been that bad in the sack, really, just had a cold edge. Still, it felt good to get in a dig at her. Besides, he wanted Jynx to hear it from him and not be shocked by the news when Roberts brought it up, because Foster knew Vic would.

As he implemented the second part of his plan, he thought that if Jynx lived through all this, she’d probably hate him.





Jynx was scanned, then stripped of her clothes. She suffered snickering jests at her lack of panties. It didn’t faze her. Keeping her head high, Jynx faced the male and female guards with cool indifference. She discovered it wasn’t so difficult to master such an attitude.

They gave her a drab charcoal gray jumpsuit to wear, but they didn’t bother to give her any underclothes. When she asked, they said Roberts told them a little tart like her probably didn’t like wearing them anyway.

Jynx did not react to that either.

Once the guards realized Jynx regarded all their comments with a blank face, they gave up trying to torment her. There was no pay-off, so they stopped. Foster’s advice helped a great deal. Indifference took all the fun out of picking on her.

After two days, they just brought her meals, traded dirty jumpsuits for clean and left her alone. Jynx treated them with an indifference she never had for Foster.

Her cell was far more plush than what she’d had on the Damn You as Roberts wanted her comfortable. “For the baby,” Roberts said, her eyes gleaming.

Jynx refused to react to that either.

For the first few days, every little sound made her shoot to her feet in the vain hope Foster had come for her.

Bright thoughts of Foster bursting in to save the day grew dimmer as the days became a week. Security, once so tight, began to slack off as the angry populace held content to wait and see what happened. No one tried to break in to kill her, and Roberts told Jynx this with a triumphant smile. “Clueless imbeciles. They’re treating it like a juicy daytime drama. Breathlessly waiting for the next installment. And I won’t disappoint them.”

Losing hope, Jynx began to wonder if Foster really had played her. Well, maybe he’d done what he could to help her. She wasn’t angry with him, just sad and disappointed. If he really loved her, how could he leave her here? Maybe because he never did love her. He never really said he did. Foster just mouthed the words to her lips. Perhaps all he’d been able to do was save her from a bloody public execution. How could she fault him for that when she couldn’t do any better herself?





Foster looked around the crowded transfer hub again. Nobody paid any attention to him as he made his way to the Port Belle trans. He had buzzed his hair short, shaved his face to within an inch of its life and popped brown-colored contacts in for good measure. He didn’t look anything like the swaggering macho shithead he’d been a week ago, especially not while wearing an IWOG officer’s uniform.

On an IWOG planet like Juno, most folks never paid any attention to IWOG officers. They were everywhere, ubiquitous with their dark blue suits with a red swath down the front. Bloody maroon swath. Creepy, if one considered it long. Foster had all the time in the world to consider everything but his goal of saving Jynx. Forcing her to the back of his mind, he dropped his gaze down his body. The weird fabric didn’t cling to him like motton did. It made him look flat, utterly devoid of genitals, like a doll. Whatever it was shed stains and wrinkles but also muted the powerful display of his body.

Male or female, anybody in an IWOG uniform looked like an androgynous manikin. Twenty years later and his uniform still fit and looked brand new. It amazed him that they’d never updated the design. Black equipment belt, filled with his own special toys, and short black boots capped the outfit off.

Other officers, male and female, acknowledged him with a nod as they went past each other. Higher or lower rank didn’t matter. They all just nodded as was the custom on an IWOG planet like Juno. Otherwise, they’d spend the whole day saluting each other and never get anywhere.

Slathering himself with cologne, antiperspirant, hair gel—the usual slew of IWOG products—that morning, before he took the flight from Banna to Juno, Foster smelled just as chemical as everyone else. Wafting bits of it burned his eyes and nose, but he kept his attention on a chattering palm com just like everyone else. Difference was, Foster took surreptitious glances around, looking for even the tiniest flicker of recognition.

He didn’t find any. He looked the part, smelled the part and even walked with that stick-up-the-butt march he’d learned long ago in the military. Look like a duck, walk like a duck, smell like a duck and quack like a duck—everyone is going to think you’re a duck.

With a prissy gesture, just as one of his rank would, he settled himself in the first class section of the trans. Plush blue-and-red seats that mimicked the color of his uniform cradled his butt. Silent scanners looked his body over for the credit key, and a light flashed from green to red. Foster acknowledged the confirm module with an impatient sigh, pressed his thumb to accept the charge, then turned his attention away when it went green.

Computers would read him as Lieutenant Jerry Shelton and deduct credits for the ride from Jerry’s account. Poor Jerry. He’d wake up two days from now in a heap of hot water, but Foster didn’t give a shit. He didn’t care how many people he had to hurt or even kill to get Jynx back.

Even if she slapped his face, kneed him in the nuts, bit his finger, then told him to get bent for good measure, he was still bound and determined to get her off Juno alive and kicking. Or die trying. 260Mil in credits, two metal cylinders and a long letter were already on the way to Windmere. Foster shot off one of his shuttles, Darn You Too, with the package, then immediately turned the Damn You to Corona.

Landing his ship in Borealis, he sucked up fanfare for three days. Foster paraded to the media just long enough for attention to shift from him back onto Jynx. Drinking and carousing, always keeping an eye to his com, Foster outwardly played a tough guy celebrating a job well done as he waited, agonizing over every step of his carefully crafted and likely doomed-to-fail plan.

Once people stopped paying so much attention to him, he carefully made his way back to Juno. He changed his appearance, strapped a cool 10Mil to his hips, and blended right back into a world he left behind almost twenty years ago.

The forward vid of the Port Belle trans sprang to life with breaking news. Foster wanted to sigh with relief but didn’t dare. Worry left him as he looked up expectant, just as did everyone else. It all came together in a shocking rush.

Jynx Brennan, still dressed in that lilac spring dress, hands cuffed in front of her, sat on trial. Her lovely hair obscured her face as she hung her head. Deep down Foster recognized that woman was not Jynx. No way would she sit so downcast and beaten.

Foster watched as did all the other passengers. To look away would single him out. To further blend in, he made a comment about how they should just cut the crap and hang the bitch as a trial was a waste of everyone’s time and money. Feeling sick to his stomach, he nodded agreement when the man next to him suggested a public stoning would be entirely justified in a case like this.

Without warning, Jynx shot up from the defendant’s table, turned to the guard behind her, and plucked out his gun. Before she could shoot anyone, Roberts, sitting behind the prosecution table in the spectator seats, pulled a gleaming IWOG officer’s pistol from her shoulder holster and blew a perfect hole in Jynx’s heart.

Jynx slumped to the floor as screaming spectators flooded the exit doors of the courtroom. IWOG officers fought to restore order, and cameras drew in for a close-up of Jynx’s dying face. Her eyes snapped with insanity and fury then slowly faded to death. But the eyes were blue, not violet. Someone had tried to make them violet but hadn’t quite captured the right color. Not a chance in the Void those were Jynx’s eyes.

Amazingly, everyone believed what they had witnessed.

Just like everyone else he cheered and claimed Roberts a hero. If he didn’t, he’d attract attention to himself as the only one who failed to rejoice. They all really thought that Jynx alone was accountable for the Tyaa plague. Foster wanted to stand and start bashing their stupid, gullible heads together but didn’t. He just cheered and made rude comments then settled back to watch the rest of the show.

Jynx Brennan, lifeless and kicked facedown on the floor, was pronounced dead. According to the breathless reporter, within an hour, her body would be unceremoniously tossed to the nearest crematorium. Cries that it be carted through the streets were shot down that, if nothing else, they should at least harvest her chemicals to recyc. Not a soul would want her organs, so using her as a donor was out of the question.

Foster thought Roberts had covered all the bases well. Idly he wondered who Roberts had really shot, because it wasn’t Jynx. Some clueless lackey would be tossed to recyc as Jynx lived on.

Switching channels on his custom palm com, Foster tracked the now faded sparkle of paint that still lingered on Jynx. She had not moved since he’d been close enough to track her this morning from Juno. Without a doubt, she was still confined to a north cell in the basement of the Port Belle courthouse.


Chapter Twenty-Six

“I’ve got something to show you.” Roberts entered her cell and settled herself on the bunk. Lifting a remote, she flicked the com unit on with one slender red-tipped finger.

Jynx saw herself sitting on trial. Confusion filled her, but she didn’t react. She hadn’t been summoned to trial. She’d been sitting in her cell for well over a week, going crazy from thinking of Foster and wondering if he was okay. Wondering with a foolish heart if he ever really loved her or if he had just been playing her all along. In the dark of night, Jynx melted in her mind to his brutal then tender touch. Heaven help her, she still trusted him even though hope faded more day by day.

Turning her attention back to the com unit, Jynx saw herself get her bound hands on a gun that in real life she wouldn’t know how to shoot. Roberts pulled a gleaming pistol from under her smartly tailored jacket and shot a hole in her doppelganger’s heart. The fake Jynx slumped to the floor as screaming spectators scrambled to get out of the way.

Nausea clutched her belly hard, and she fought down an urge to hurl her lunch all over Roberts. Who had they killed in her place? Another innocent life lost, more blood on her hands. How could she not feel responsible?

“Not many get to see their own death. Did you enjoy yours?”

Jynx didn’t say a word. In slow motion, they played the vid again as shocked commentators spewed stunned words. Flicking the mute button, Roberts turned.

“Didn’t you like it? Looked real enough to me.”

Far too real, but to what end? “Who did you kill in my place?”

Roberts smiled proudly. “Some dedicated IWOG officer who thought it was a dry run. She willingly had her face changed to match yours. They didn’t get the eyes right, but that hardly matters. The evil menace has been destroyed. By me.” Roberts lifted her finger like a gun and blew across the tip. “I’m a hero. Celebrations are already starting. I’m due to receive a valor award in a few hours on Banna.” Roberts preened with malicious joy. “In a few days, the people will forget all about you as they focus on me. Once I get your baby, you really will die. Not like that, of course. More of a private ceremony. At the moment, only I and a handful of very trusted people know you’re actually still alive. Once I move you from here, no one but me will know.”

“You’ll kill all the others involved.” The horrifying insight made Jynx’s belly roll. Just the thought of more death because of Roberts’s sick plans made her want to vomit.

“Sacrificed for the greater good.”

Jynx didn’t react outwardly. She met Roberts’s cool powder-blue eyes with bored indifference. Foster’s eyes, from summer sky to laser bright to that wicked azure blue, flashed suddenly to her mind. Roberts’s blue eyes were nothing like his. Not in color or depth. Where Foster had innocence swimming in shark-infested waters, Roberts had nothing but sharks.

Survival instinct made Jynx try to slip her mind to Roberts, who instantly slapped Jynx across the face, breaking the tentative connection. Furious, Roberts wrapped her hands around Jynx’s throat and squeezed with amazing strength.

“You try that again and you’ll spend the rest of your pregnancy in a drug coma!”

Pushing Roberts’s hands away with a jolt of adrenaline, Jynx maneuvered herself right off the bed. “I won’t.” God, no, she wouldn’t do it again. Seemingly bigger than the emptiness of space, Jynx touched a mind so utterly devoid of compassion, the brief contact hurt.

Trying to shake the repulsive essence of that sick mind out of hers, Jynx put an image Foster in her head. She remembered the tart and tangy taste of that beer she’d shared with him, the taste of his mouth, the taste of his sweat. Remembering Foster helped to push the nasty flavor of Roberts away.

Jynx looked up from where she sat on the floor beside the bunk.

Roberts stood and brushed nonexistent lint off her beautifully tailored ruby red suit. The color matched her lips and nails. Pulling a sleek compact from her purse, Roberts flipped it open, patted her hair, then applied another coat of lipstick.

Kissing at her own reflection, Roberts studied herself as she said, “Of course, we won’t start experimenting until your little brat is at least three, but by then, you will be long gone.”

Jynx refused to show her gut-wrenching fear. Roberts would only take sick pleasure in it, and Jynx refused to feed that gaping, thoroughly insatiable hole in Roberts’s psyche. Jynx could taste her wanting a feeding so badly, she almost shook with a need to make Jynx react. Roberts was just playing with her because she had nothing else to do while she awaited recognition for her crowning achievement.

Ignoring her, Jynx climbed back on the bunk and kept her attention on the small com unit.

“I noticed your eyes when Nash said he slept with me. It bothered you, didn’t it?”

Jynx laughed at her swift change in topic. “You mean when he said, ‘Sweet. Tight. Way better than you’? No, that didn’t bother me.” Jynx picked up the remote and flipped channels until she came across an old vid feed of Foster, preening, strutting and fondling her body as he led her to custody. “After that display”—she pointed to the screen—“do you really think I should feel bad that he used you too?”

Roberts bristled. “He is a man most impressed with himself.” She plucked the remote from Jynx’s hand and switched the com unit off. “Money seems to satisfy him.” After tossing the remote aside, she asked, “What did you think of him, in bed, I mean?”

“I’m not interested in comparing notes.”

A strange glow filled Victoria’s eyes. “Too bad you’re not carrying his kid. I’d love to have something like that over him.”

“Why? So you could hurt him the way he hurt you?”

Roberts gave a snort of derision and rolled her eyes. “Nash didn’t hurt me. He practically fucked my eyes loose, but he didn’t hurt me. I liked it. I’ll bet you did too. He’s an animal in bed, isn’t he?”

Roberts wanted Jynx to recoil at the vulgarity, but she didn’t. “How could Mr. Nash hurt you? Sociopaths don’t get hurt because they don’t have feelings.”

Lifting her face with a slow smirk, Roberts placed her manicured hand under Jynx’s chin. “That’s right. I’m a sociopath. I’m actually going to do everything I accused you of. Even as we speak, the delivery system you and Brandt created is being refined to deliver inoculate and virus.” Checking her crimson polish with a critical eye, Roberts smiled. “You clueless fool. You trusted him, didn’t you?”

“Mr. Nash? No. You did.”

“Why do you keep calling him that?”

“Because that’s what he asked me to call him.”

“You are so pathetic, and I never trusted him.”

“Yes, you did, because just as the contract bound him, it bound you too. You had to trust in his reputation.”

“So what?” Roberts dismissed the entire idea. “I’ll give Nash this much, he’s one smart cookie. Holding you back and forcing my hand for more money…” She shrugged. “But the money doesn’t matter, because the end result is the same. He brought you to me.”

“And, thanks to you, I’m dead to the Void.”

“Yes.” Victoria uttered a self-satisfied purr. “Killing you has made me a hero, but with your child, I can go even higher than I am now.”

“And where will you say he or she came from? Are you going to pass him or her off as your own?” Jynx swore that one way or another, her child would never spend so much as a second in this woman’s self-serving arms.

“Hmm.” She clicked her tongue to her teeth. “I think I will say the brat was a foundling. Perhaps left behind in a WAG hospital on some backwater Fringe planet.”

“How is that going to work if you spread the Tyaa plague around?”

“Don’t be daft. I’m not going to take out everyone in the universe. I’m going to take out a few key planets, those we need to civilize to keep a solid foothold. And contrary to what you think, it isn’t going to happen overnight. It will take years of meticulous planning to carry this off.”

“Starting with Windmere, I imagine.” Jynx prayed Foster really had delivered the cylinders to Michael “Overlord” Parker. She couldn’t save everyone, but saving a man hated almost as much as she was filled Jynx with a strange satisfaction.

“Very good!” Victoria reached out as if to pat her on the head, but Jynx ducked her hand. “I see the Fringe has changed you. You’re not quite so simple-minded anymore.”

“I never was. I just believed in what I was doing.” Jynx wanted to say more, but there was no point. Victoria would only take her earnest words and mock her further.

“I know. How delicious. Without you, we never would have found the cure or the delivery system.”

“You’re welcome.”

Narrowing her eyes, Roberts laughed. “You still don’t get it, do you? You will forever be the most despised person on this world and every other. Not a soul knows your truth but me. It’s a good thing your family is already dead, because the populace is so hungry for blood, they’d go after them.”

Jynx didn’t react, even though she wanted to. For the first time ever, she wanted to plow her fist into another human face. Fighting the urge down, Jynx strove to keep her cool, impassive façade. No matter how good hitting her would feel, Jynx knew her pleasure would be short lived. It was almost as if Roberts’s wanted her to lash out so she could rub the loss of the last bit of her manners in her face.

Disappointed, Roberts shrugged casually. “Doesn’t matter.” Roberts inspected her watch, then cast Jynx a look of utter disdain. “I’m off to get my reward for destroying you.”

“When you haven’t,” Jynx pointed out. “I know the truth, and you know the truth. Somehow, as crazy as it seems, I find that very satisfying.”

“Enjoy it while you can, because even now, you’re already dead.”

“Perhaps.” Jynx shrugged. “But you’ve been dead your whole life. This makes you feel no more alive than anything else, because nothing can fill the void in you, Roberts. You’re nothing but a gaping hole.”





“Down again?” Foster nodded to the scanner that he should have had to pass through to gain access to the courthouse. Security had already diminished now that Jynx was supposedly dead. Too, night was falling, and most of the people who worked around this area were long gone.

“Been on the fritz all day.” The officer slapped the unit twice, glared, then waved Foster through without checking his bonafides. “Send Steve up here, would you? He’s probably picking his nose and eating it in the security room.”

“I really don’t have time for this,” Foster returned, checking his watch. “I’ve got to check in with the officer on deck in less than ten.”

“Come on, you got time. Send idiot-boy up here. Do a guy a favor.”

Rolling his eyes, Foster said, “You owe me a pass. Beyond the fritzing scanner.”

Flipping him away with impatient fingers, the guard agreed. Foster made his way down the hall to the room that housed security and repeated what the officer had said.

Mumbling how it wasn’t his fault that Gary didn’t know how to run the scanner properly, the tech asked Foster to cover for him while he went to check it out.

Sighing with an impatient air, like a man with a million other things to do, Foster agreed but told him to hurry. “Seven minutes till I have to check in. You make me late—”

“I won’t. I’ll owe you one, okay?”

It made him a little nervous that it was this easy to get inside. Darting his gaze, he found the main unit and slapped an off-on-off to it. Wonderful device. In five minutes, it would start randomly shutting various systems off and turning other systems on. Off-on-off. Foster chuckled. It would keep the bulk of the officers busy while he spirited Jynx away.

Pounding in a set of instructions that would bypass the off-on-off, Foster then stood at the post until the tech returned. Four minutes all told.

Agreeing that Gary was an idiot and likely responsible for the constant scanner failure, Foster left security and made his way to the north end of the courthouse. Hiding in an alcove, he waited. When the lights went out, Foster’s brown contact lenses switched to night vision. Another wonderful invention the IWOG should have armed their officers with but didn’t because of the cost. While they fumbled around in the dark, he made his way down to the cells in the basement.

Halfway to his goal, he met another officer coming his way.

“What the hell is going on?” the woman asked with a somewhat hysterical voice as she clutched the walls, trying to make her way in the dark.

“Probably another glitch in the system. Pull yourself together and get to the main floor. Report to the O on D.”

“Yes, sir.” She straightened and made her way up to the main floor.

Foster gave similar orders to everyone he encountered until he was close to the main door that went to the north cells. He knew Jynx waited beyond because traces of the iridescent paint were still visible to his scanner.

The two officers who guarded the double-hung doors did not move from their posts. Resolute, they stood, guns drawn and pointed into the darkness. From the way they scanned the area, he guessed these two had night-vision contacts. Finally, a challenge.

Foster hung back, took a slender tube from his belt, pulled two little surprises from a pouch, placed the first in the tube and puffed up his cheeks. Fffitt. It flew straight into the neck of one of the officers. Down he went. Before the other even realized, Foster hit him with the other dart. Down he went. Prepared for a ballistic frontal assault, they didn’t expect a sly-boots approach.

Ducking back, Foster waited for reinforcements, but none came, so he moved to the two men who lay motionless. He plucked out his handmade darts, put them away, then handcuffed the two men together with their own hardware. They weren’t dead but were gonna wish they were when this was all over.

Pushing open the door, Foster recoiled with a screech when a bright blue blast ripped across his left arm. Thankfully, his smart contacts shut down so he wasn’t blinded, but his arm felt like molten lava burbled on it.

Drawing his pistol, he ducked behind the partially opened door, leveled his gun and fired. In a blaze of blue, the chest of the IWOG officer exploded.

Entering the hallway, dodging left and right with a low crouch, Foster took out another guard. Then a third who came running down the hall.

Foster waited for more guards. None came.

Stunned, warily cautious, he made his way to the glowing blip of Jynx on his scanner. She was now less than fifty feet away. What had appeared to be too easy really was. Everything was coming together without a hitch.

A shrieking alarm went off and Foster groaned. “Shit.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Murderous rage flared in Roberts’s eyes, and Jynx knew she’d gone too far.

“A gaping hole?” Roberts demanded. “Screw waiting around for your baby. I’ll put you brain dead on life support after I kill you with my bare hands.” Roberts launched herself at Jynx, her hands seeking her neck.

Jynx fought back with every survival instinct she’d tamped down. Up came all her anger, hatred and fury. Jynx smashed her fist into Roberts’s mouth.

Roberts’s lip split, and she crashed to the floor of the cell, utterly stunned.

Pulling her hand back, shaking it, Jynx feared she’d broken her thumb. She realized she should have put her thumb on the outside of her fist, not the inside. A beginner’s mistake that she would not repeat.

Dropping to the floor, Jynx straddled Roberts, pulled back her left fist and smashed it into Roberts’s eye. It connected awkwardly but didn’t hurt so much this time with her thumb on the outside. Even though the blow hurt her hand, it still felt incredibly good. Shockingly good.

She expected guards to rush in, but then she realized they were far away because Roberts had wanted privacy to torment her. Jynx shot her fist out again. Roberts’s head jerked to the side to avoid the blow, causing Jynx to hit her temple.

Struggling, Roberts flung her head side to side as she attempted to lift her hands to protect her face.

Pinning her down, Jynx grasped Roberts’s hair and gripped it with her injured right hand as she struck her left fist with clumsy but furious blows to Roberts’s face.

“I’m not just going to sit here and let you kill me without a fight.” Revulsion at how good beating Roberts felt didn’t stop her from hitting her again and again. Roberts wasn’t going to keep her alive anymore, so Jynx fought with everything she had. Forcing herself to Roberts’s mind, if only to cause pain, Jynx shoved her mind so forcefully to Roberts’s, her powder-blue eyes went wide.

“Hurts, doesn’t it? It hurts worse than anything you’ve ever felt in your life. I’m in there with you now, in that gaping hole of your sick mind.” She pushed deeper, determined to seat herself firmly in Roberts’s brain, and then she realized she could take over her body. The links from her brain to her nerves to her muscles were clearly defined—all Jynx had to do was tug upon them, and Roberts would move like her puppet. Simultaneous enjoyment of her power and horror of it pulled Jynx back.

Clawing desperately at her, Roberts struggled, her eyes squinted shut in anguish as Jynx continued to force herself into that utter black mind as her left fist nailed blow after blow to Roberts’s flinching face.

Working her arm free, Roberts swiped her manicured nails across Jynx’s cheek. Flimsy and weak, the false nails bent easily and broke off without inflicting much damage.

“My life has been devoted to helping people. That you turn me into the creator of the Tyaa plague when I am the power behind the cure sickens me to no end. You unbelievable, malicious bitch.”

Struggling in vain, terror making her eyes wide for the first time Jynx had ever seen, Roberts whined, “You’re hurting me!”

Capturing her hand, pinning her down, Jynx said, “I’m not the same woman, and I don’t think I ever will be again.”

Before Roberts could scream for help, Jynx grabbed the covers off the bed and stuffed them into Roberts’s mouth.

Sudden darkness startled Jynx, but she didn’t let up her hold on Roberts. Off in the distance, she heard the slap of running feet, orders being shouted and panicked guards looking for guidance.

“Code and duty. They can’t think for themselves, can they?” Jynx kept Roberts thoroughly pinned. “No one is coming to save you. In fact, I think someone is coming to save me.”

Jynx heard panicked IWOG officers, a bare trusted handful, clustered together at the far end of the hall that housed the cells. On the opposite end there was a small door that not a soul went in or out of. Pretending a bored curiosity, Jynx had found out that that door went from this cell room to an elevator that went nonstop to the roof. “Upper E,” the officer had said, meaning the upper echelon. He’d rolled his eyes and mocked the self-importance of his superiors.

A blast of blue from the far end of the hallway startled her, but she kept the pressure on Roberts with her mental connection. Closing her eyes tight, Jynx listened. Another blast. Shortly followed by a third.

“He’s here.” Jynx didn’t open her eyes. An alarm blared, but Jynx held steady. Shortly, she heard sly feet come her way. Air swirled around her, and she caught a whiff of male cologne. Old, worn, put on hours ago. Mingled with it, she found a taste of salt, Hallertauer hops, and straining need.



“Foster.”

He recoiled. Jynx sat atop a wriggling body and turned her head toward him in the dark. Night-vision contacts made her eyes shine metallic green as her hair glowed preternaturally bright.

“I know it’s you. I can taste you from here.” Jynx tossed her head back, then crushed the slight wiggle of the body below hers.

“Jynx?” By all that was fair, Jynx should have been astounded at his arrival. Instead, she gazed at him, obviously pleased he’d finally shown up.

“It’s me. Guess who this is?”

Since his contacts made everything in the room monotone green and black, Foster peered closely as he jammed a break to the durosteel bars that separated him from Jynx. Popping with a metallic snick, the device deactivated the lock. Foster yanked the door open and joined Jynx on the floor.

“Roberts.” Foster couldn’t believe it. Where his plan could go wrong in a million ways and did, it went right in a way that shocked him profoundly.

“Jynx Brennan, space doctor.” Grinning impishly in the dark, Jynx asked, “How’s Mr. Nash?”

“Mr. Nash is shocked right out of his skin, Sweets. Never met a woman like you. Bold and brazen and don’t it beat all that you go me one better every damn time.” Even though Jynx couldn’t see him, she worked with him to take Roberts into custody, almost as if she felt him in the dark.

“That door, that one over there.” Jynx pointed with an accuracy that astonished him. “She’s been trying to get there. Her personal transport is waiting to take her to Banna to receive an award for killing me. Did you know that? That I’m dead?”

“Yeah. Saw the vid on the trans, but I knew it wasn’t you. The eyes were all wrong.” He stood, pulled Jynx to her feet and kissed her. Peace stole over him as soon as their lips touched. On a long, deep sigh, Foster pressed a dozen kisses to her forehead as he crushed her to his embrace. He thanked every god in every pantheon that he knew for allowing him to hold her one more time.

Roberts spit the covers out of her mouth and took a gasping breath. “What in the hell are you doing here? You’re in violation of the contract, Nash. I’m going to have you—”

Ripping a strip off the sheet, Foster gagged Roberts. “I promised to deliver her, but I didn’t say anything about not stealing her back.” Foster pulled Roberts to her feet and leaned into her, right up into her fury-gripped face. “Told you security on this place blows. You got to kill her, but I get to keep her.”

Struggling, trying to wriggle free, Roberts spit and hissed behind her gag.

“Don’t worry,” Foster said to Roberts, “we’re taking you with. You’re our get-out-of-jail-free card.” Jamming his gun into Roberts back, he forced her to the door. Jynx followed behind him.

“How can you see in the dark?” Jynx asked.

“I was just about to ask you the same thing. Night-vision contacts. Very handy. Just put your hand on my belt and follow along.”

“I got used to finding my way in the dark on your ship.” Jynx put her hand on his ass. “And I’d rather touch you here.”

“Damn, woman, not now!” He laughed but let her put her hand anywhere she wanted. “What the hell were you doing pounding on Roberts?” In a million years, he never would have expected to walk in on that scene. Jynx Brennan involved in a fistfight with, of all people, Victoria Roberts. More astonishing was that Jynx had won.

“She decided she was going to kill me, then keep me on life support to get my child.”

“She just up and attacked you?”

“Well, no. I did call her a gaping hole.”

As they made their way up the stairs to the roof, Foster chuckled and asked, “Why did you call her that?”

“That’s what she is. Nothing could ever fill up that emptiness in her.” Jynx pinched his bottom smartly, then demanded, “Now you explain why you slept with her.”

“Ah, truth time. Long story short, I was drunk. She was there and willing, and I didn’t look too deeply. Trust me, it’s not a mistake I would ever repeat. Just about scrubbed my skin off in the shower the morning after I woke up in her bed.”

Roberts stumbled, her high heels no doubt making the endless flights of stairs difficult to maneuver.

“Wait.” Foster stopped, reached down, took Roberts over his shoulder, then continued up the stairs. “Faster this way.”

“You are such a caveman.”

When they reached the top, Foster stopped and put Roberts down.

“Wait.” Jynx touched his arm.

“Why? What are you doing?”

“I’m going to read her, see what’s out there.”

Foster felt Roberts stiffen in the dark, then tremble in pain.

“Two guards, flanking the door. Two more in her craft, waiting to take her to Banna.” Jynx scrunched up her face.

Beyond the door, Foster heard two rapid shots. Gripping his gun, he kept it riveted on the door. “What the hell?”

“That takes care of the guards by the door.” Jynx’s brow furrowed as she concentrated. “The two in the shuttle are coming out to investigate.”

Two more rapid shots.

“Down they go.” Jynx closed her eyes in concentration.

Foster cast her a shocked look he realized she couldn’t see. “You made them shoot each other? I thought you couldn’t do that.” Yowza. A week away from her and she stunned him yet again.

“I found out I could if I pushed very hard. They’re not dead, but they are in a lot of pain. We should hurry, as they’re trying to call for backup.”

“If you can, don’t let them.”

“I can do that.”

“Jynx, you’re not going to like this, but we have to kill them. I can’t let anyone see that you’re still alive. We can’t let anyone see me or Roberts.” For a moment, he thought she would refuse, but she surprised him again.

“I know.” Her voice was soft and filled with regret. “But if I’ve learned nothing else from being on the Fringe, it’s that sometimes it’s kill or be killed.”

Foster nodded, then realized she couldn’t see him. “Got to do what you got to do to survive.” Foster considered her. The last bit of that IWOG lady died right here in the stairwell. “Stay here, keep an eye on Roberts.”

Pushing open the door, Foster made his way onto the roof and quickly dispatched the four guards. He knew he was right to do so, but that didn’t make killing innocents any easier. When the coast was clear, he took Jynx and Roberts into the waiting craft. He secured Roberts in the back and took Jynx to the bridge.

“Shouldn’t I keep an eye on her while you—”

“Not a chance.” Foster scooped her into his lap. “You’re staying right here with me.” Kissing her neck as he swiveled the chair left and right, checking the clearance, shutting down any visual or com feed, he couldn’t help but laugh at how it all came together. “Thanks to you.”

“What?”

“You, my lovely lady,” Foster said, kissing her soundly. “You made this a hell of a lot easier than it should have been.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Waiting until the city of Borealis on Corona went into full night, Foster landed Roberts’s ship, carefully transferred them under the cover of darkness to the Damn You, then took off.

He hadn’t said much. Just held her on his lap. In a way, she was relieved, because she didn’t know what to say either. It still felt unreal. A part of her thought she would wake up in her cell on Juno with the realization this was no more than a dream.

Once he set his ship to Windmere, Foster picked her up and turned her into his embrace.

“I missed you so much. Only a week, I know, but it felt more like a hundred years.”

“I missed you too.” Her voice came out muffled against his chest. “I started to lose hope.” She hadn’t felt entirely safe until this moment, when she was back on the Damn You with Foster Nash holding her in his arms.

“I am so sorry. I had to do what I did. Swaggering like an ass and manhandling you, playing everyone including you. Please forgive—”

Lifting her hand, she shushed him. “I forgive you.”

Holding her face, he kissed her softly. “On Juno, I was too afraid to actually say what I felt. I only mouthed the words to your lips because I couldn’t say it, then let you down. Contracts matter to me, Jynx, and I’ve never failed on a one of them. To even imply one with you, then not live up to my word? I couldn’t do that to you.” He took a deep breath. “I love you, Jynx.”

Jynx wrapped her arms around him and hugged him as hard as she could. “I love you, Foster Nash. I thought I could never intentionally harm another person, but I discovered I could. I hurt you. Once I accepted that, I realized I could hurt to protect myself, my child, and even you.” Taking a deep breath, Jynx said, “I’m not the same woman I was.”

“Don’t I know it. I still can’t believe I walked in on you whaling the tar out of Roberts.” Foster laughed as he checked the audvid to the cells.

A burst of expletives assaulted them until Foster turned the sound off.

Jynx looked over to find Roberts silently ranting and railing against the bars of the number one cell. Red in the face, Roberts looked utterly mad as she snarled at the com unit in the center.

“See that? That’s how I thought you’d react when I took you into custody. Before you, I thought that behavior was normal.”

Jynx considered the pointless display. “No wonder you took the time to get to know me. I was so curious to you. So different. You couldn’t help but stop and stare.”

“Yeah.” Foster met her gaze with naked honesty. “Never met a woman like you.” He nodded to the audvid. “Her face looks like someone went at it with a cheese grater.” He shook his head. “You amaze me. Every time I think I’ve got you figured out, you go me one better.”

“I wanted to hurt her the way she hurt me, and it frightened me that I could be like that. I pushed into her brain so hard that her whole mind lay open to me. And I realized I could push her body too. It terrified me, how much power I had. How good it felt.” Jynx shook her head. “She almost got away when I realized, because I pulled back—from her and the truth in myself. It’s a hard quality to accept, that I could kill to survive.”

“She scratched your face.”

Jynx touched her cheek, remembering how Roberts’s nails broke away against her face. “At that point, she realized I could kill her. Her mind went cold with terror. For the first time in her life, Roberts finally got a taste of what it was like to feel powerless. I almost killed her in my rage.”

“Why didn’t you? Not a soul would blame you. Least of all me.”

“Because, and admitting this is somehow worse, I wanted her to suffer. Death would have quickly ended her pain. Letting her live, finding a way to truly pay her back—I wanted that more.” Jynx turned away, ashamed. “I want to hurt her the way she hurt me. The way she hurt you. The way she wanted to hurt my unborn child.” Hanging her head, Jynx said, “I’m no better than she is.”

“That’s not true. Hell, Jynx, you showed incredible restraint.” Foster wrapped his arms around her. “Believe me, I’m having to exercise a lot of it myself at the moment. I want to blow Victoria Roberts away, then toss her lifeless body to the Void like so much garbage.”

“Why? I mean, I guess I know why, but—”

“For what she’s done to you, but more so me. How’s that for a painful admission?” He sighed into her ear. “I’m a lot more pissed about what she did to me than what she did to you.”

“No, I don’t think you are.” Jynx turned and considered his short hair, his injured arm, the uniform he wore, one that stripped him of his individuality; then she settled on his eyes. “You hate what you had to do, but Roberts didn’t force you into the contract. You see your own culpability, and that’s what really angers you.”

“Yeah.” Foster didn’t flinch back from the truth.

“You didn’t look too deeply before you leapt.”

“No.”

Jynx nodded. “Me either. I’ve made decisions that have shocked me in retrospect.”

“Hindsight is always crystal clear.”

She nodded. “But through it all, I held to myself, my core beliefs, until I met you. You woke me up in a way—I don’t mean physically, the feelings in my body. Which,” Jynx said with a smile, “were legendary. I mean my emotions, how I feel about myself and the world around me. On Banna I existed, but I didn’t really live. I worked, I consumed, just like everyone else. I didn’t pay much attention to my life after my family was gone. I just went on. Plodding, I guess. I’m babbling, I’m sorry, but it’s been so long since I talked to you. And I missed you and—”

Foster shushed her. “You’ve got a lot going on in that spectacular head of yours.” Pressing close, he bit his lip, flashing her that charming and seductive boy-next-door-all-grown-up grin. “I’ve got an awful lot that I want to tell you, things I think you know, but I want to be clear about them all the same. This isn’t a garden party, so as far as etiquette goes, I don’t think there is any. But right now, I want you in my bed. Say no if that’s a place you don’t want to go.”

“Are you kidding? I can’t wait.”

“Yeah?” He kissed her so softly, he almost tickled her lips.

“What are we going to do with her?” Jynx nodded to the main console and the audvid of Roberts still ranting silently up at the com unit.

“Dunno yet. Got to think about it. We won’t do anything you’re not okay with. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Standing together, holding each other, Jynx finally let the last of the tension seep from her body. She almost sagged into his arms. “I’m sorry, I’m exhausted, and I haven’t even looked at your arm and—”

“It will keep.”

“No. Come on.” Determined, she took him to the infirmary.

“The ship—”

“Will deafen us both if she gets loose.”

Rather than letting her cut the uniform away, Foster stripped out of it because he thought he might need it again someday.

“Thank heaven that’s off you.”

“Creep you out to see me dressed like that?”

“Yes. And your poor hair.”

“I haven’t had hair this short since I lived on Banna.” Running his hand over the stubble rough of it, he lifted her hand to it too, playful at first, then serious. “My face feels harder.” He pressed her hand to the now pronounced after-five shadow. Pointed hair rasped her tender palm. “Caveman growing back as we speak.”

When he let her hand go, she trailed her fingers down his chest, to the red silk boxers around his hips.

Lowering his dark brows to a broad V, Foster said, “Careful. Don’t push the caveman too far. Critical mass is very close. I’m so one step from an animal, it’s not even funny.”

“I see.” Jynx pulled her hand away from the waist of his boxers. “You look so different. And your eyes. Those contacts. If I had seen you, I wouldn’t have recognized you.”

“How did you know it was me?”

“I smelled you and felt you in the dark.” Bowing her head, Jynx ministered to his wound with gentle hands. “The only good thing about a laser blast is they cauterize as they tear.” She cleaned the wound, then applied salve and gauze. After kissing it softly, she lifted her face. “All better. No lollipop, I’m afraid.”

“I don’t want a lollipop.” Foster pulled her into his arms, rubbed his face along her neck, tilting his lips to her ear. “I want you.”

“I want you too.”

Foster sat on the infirmary counter in his boxers as he held her in her drab gray jumpsuit. Fiddling with the front zipper, he pulled it down, kissed the exposed bit of flesh, then pulled away. “Crud.”

“What?”

“Willing to do that tender bit to my arm again?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Wanna get wet with you.”

“I’m already there.”

Foster groaned as he considered her with a hungry gaze. “I meant wash off this still-clinging cologne on my body, wash away the scent of IWOG on me and you.” Foster zipped her back up. “I want to smell you, not—I want to haul you into my shower and wash the last week away.”





“No.” Foster pulled her hands up and kissed them. “I just want to hold you.” Snuggling her down into his bed, he sighed as he wrapped her tightly in his arms. Water still dripped from her hair, and he brushed it away.

“But your arm.”

“It’s fine. It’ll keep until morning.” Sweeping his fingertips to her face, he touched her with fragile care. “On Juno, when I kissed you good-bye and held you, I was so afraid I’d never get to hold you again.” Gritting his teeth, he closed his eyes against sudden tears. “Never in my life have I been so afraid as I was at that moment.” He rubbed his nose to hers. “Even though you’re here, back on my ship, safe with me, I still don’t want you out of my sight for a moment.”

“You could carry me around again.”

“Don’t tempt me, Sweets.”

“I wouldn’t dare, Mr. Nash.”

“Damn, woman. I’m trying desperately to keep the animal at bay, and you keep trying to bring him out.”

“I like that animal. But then again, I like the marshmallow too.”

“No one’s ever seen that in me. Not a soul ever took the time to see beyond the outside.”

“You have a rather distracting outside, Foster.”

“Yeah? Well, lots of ladies have been all over the outside of me, but you’re the only one who cared to see inside. At first it scared the hell out of me. That you knew me like that. Knew the ruthless bastard was just this part I played.”

“You play it very well. For a brief time, I almost did believe it, especially when you were so cutting to me.”

“I’m so—”

She shushed him with a quick kiss. “I know. It was all an act. I understand now what you were trying to do. You were trying to make me hate you so Roberts wouldn’t suspect anything. That’s why you fondled me so aggressively on that gauntlet. Who would ever suspect that a man who behaved like that was actually hopelessly in love?”

All night, Foster just held her, waking occasionally to touch her face. Sometimes she would wake, meet his sleepy gaze with hers, touch him back, then they would fall into sleep with gentle kisses and murmured words and loving grins.

Morning came, and reluctantly he left his lovely lady sleeping in his bed. Dressing hastily, he threw a meal together for Roberts, then made his way to the cell room.

Victoria had finally exhausted herself into sleep. Foster shoved the tray under the cell door. She woke up screaming obscenities at him. Foster ignored it. When he did, she picked up the tray.

“You throw it and you won’t get anything else for twenty-four hours.”

Considering him, she hesitated.

“It’s up to you how pleasant or unpleasant your captivity is. You can throw it and feel real good for about ten seconds. Then go hungry for twenty-four hours. I’ll bring you another then. Throw that one, and we go forty-eight hours. Get the pattern?”

Gritting her teeth, she tossed the tray to the table. “You won’t get away with this.”

“Got news for you, I already have.”

“They’ll come looking for me.”

“Think they’re going to look for you here? I’m thinking no. They’ll track your ship to Corona. From there the trail will run cold. Just how important do you think you are to them?”

“I’m a hero.” Victoria looked ever so smug despite her broken nails, battered face and now thoroughly disheveled red suit.

“That so? Doesn’t really matter, because you ain’t ever going back.”

“Going to keep me prisoner the rest of my life?”

“Me? No. But I know someone who will. Someone who’s just dying to meet you.”

Victoria narrowed her eyes. “Who?”

“A man you’ve gone out of your way to screw with almost as much as Jynx.”

Roberts’s face fell to fear. “You wouldn’t.”

“Let me think—yes, I would.” Foster shot her a grin. “Michael will be honored to keep you imprisoned the rest of your life. I don’t think he’ll make it all that pleasant for you, either.”

“I could make it worth your while to let me go.” Victoria pressed to the bars and gave him a pathetic come-hither gaze.

Foster burst into streams of laughter. “You’ve got to be kidding. You couldn’t pick up a skank in a WAG bar at the moment, Vic.” Mascara tracked the trail of her tears, and when she’d tried to wipe them away, she’d mashed raccoon eyes to her face. Worse, growing purple bruises marked both eyes, cheeks and her lips.

“You wanted me once.”

“A lifetime ago, but that man is dead and gone. I could be drugged out of my mind and still not want you.” Foster shook his head. “You clean up something spectacular, Vic. Thing is, that’s all you got going for you. There’s nothing under that fancy shell.”

“You fool. Jynx is using you. I can’t believe a man like you fell for her poor-pathetic-me routine.”

“Vic, I fell for Jynx, not a routine. Jynx isn’t a player, not like you, and not like me either, for that matter. Thing is, I’m done playing.” Foster cast Victoria a sad frown. “You? You’ll never stop playing. That means the hell of your life is just getting started.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Jynx adjusted her drab gray jumpsuit with nervous fingers. Never in her life would she have imagined setting foot on the only independent world in the known universe. Had she imagined the occasion of alighting on Windmere, she would have pictured herself wearing anything but an IWOG prisoner jumpsuit of worn gray enotex.

Braless, pantyless and barefoot, she felt like an abandoned child as she went to plead her case to Michael “Overlord” Parker. He was the most hated, vilified and despised fugitive of the IWOG, but also the most powerful man in the Void. Roberts’s media smear campaign on her paled beside the years of muckraking her potential savior had undergone.

The last two days aboard the Damn You flashed in her mind and filled her with a curious unease. Foster caressed her and made love to her with murmured words and soothing touches, but not the whole of his body. His lack of a deeper, more profound physical expression bothered her. When she reassured him that sex would not harm her unborn child, he said he knew that, but he still refused all of her advances. He kept the animal at bay no matter what she said or did.

“Do I look okay?” she asked as they walked toward Michael’s office.

“You look fabulous.” Foster pinched her fanny.

She jumped, but the contingent of guards continued to simply escort them. There were two men behind and one man and one woman in front. They were dressed somewhat uniformly with dark pants, heavy boots, pocket-riddled vests, and long rifles slung over their backs. Dull plastimetal bracelets encircled their wrists. Other than that, they retained their individuality, unlike IWOG officers. The woman in front had shaved her head but for a fringe of jet-black hair around the crown that she fashioned into a braided tail. The man beside her had long hair on the top and short hair on the sides. One of the men behind them had a tattoo that twined up his neck and covered part of his face.

“Relax. Michael isn’t a monster. Take all those tales you’ve heard and toss them out. He just wants to meet you before he agrees to help us.” Foster walked along as placidly as a man on a stroll in the park.

“How can you be so calm? What if he doesn’t like me? Then he won’t help us, and who else can we turn to when he has the cylinders, the instructions—”

Foster spun her around and kissed her hard to shut her mouth. He peered down at her with summer-sky blue eyes. “Well, I’ll be damned if you haven’t picked up my habit of babbling when you’re nervous.” Chucking her chin, he added, “Get some of that swaggering arrogance of me in your attitude. Michael will love that.”

Nakedly honest, she said, “I’ve been trying to get you into me for the last two days. Swaggering arrogance and all.”

Foster bit his bottom lip as he grinned. “Now isn’t the time for that discussion.”

Silently, she walked beside Foster as they followed the fore-guard into the huge structure of Michael’s base. Foster had to give up his weapon belt, which he did without a care, along with his shoes.

For her benefit and anyone within earshot, he bellowed, “Jynx isn’t wearing a bra or panties, so don’t bother asking for them. For the record, neither am I.”

Feeling her face go shockingly hot, she wanted to sink right into the floor. On the heels of embarrassment—most of the eyes around her were male—she felt an insane laugh burble up. Why deny the truth when it was so painfully obvious? Her voluptuous body couldn’t possible hide anything in the form-fitting jumpsuit.

Without a word, the guards scanned them, slapped plastimetal bracelets on their wrists, then escorted them deeper into the cavernous hallways of Overlord’s lair.

As she walked along, her braless nipples swelled against the rubbing fabric of her jumpsuit, and her obviously naked butt kept catching the jumpsuit’s back seam, right in her fanny crack.

It didn’t help when Foster kept slipping his finger along the seam, from her lower back down, to help it along.

Round about the third time of trying to casually pluck it out, Jynx spun, slapped his hand and hissed, “Stop it!”

That’s when she noticed Foster had a prominent bulge in the front of his tight faded jeans. Flashing her a leer, he shoved his hand into his pocket, gave her a quick glance of what could only be her lace panties, then made a point of adjusting himself as he tucked in his T-shirt. With a suggestive twist of his index finger and thumb, he deliberately popped the top button of his jeans. One hard yank would expose him instantly.

So shockingly excited by his display, Jynx barely had a moment to drink in his enticing promise before one of the guards cleared his throat from a respectful distance.

Foster looked deep into her eyes. “Later.”

Jynx turned and continued to follow the guards down the seemingly endless series of hallways. Their boots echoed against marble floors and wainscoted walls over twenty feet tall. Barefoot, Jynx and Foster didn’t make a sound as they kept pace with the falling thud of the guards’ boots. Unlike IWOG officers, these guards didn’t march them ruthlessly from point A to point B. They escorted them, allowing them some privacy as they also provided security.

The hall opened to a vast foyer where they were scanned again; then they were finally swept into a massive room.

Rich marble, well-oiled wood, gigantic paintings, banks of sensors, and more guards than she could count filled the space, but nothing commanded her attention like the man in the middle of it all. Dwarfing the immense room stood a man taller than Foster by at least half a foot. Casually, he leaned against a huge mahogany desk. A red silk shirt ran to tight black leather pants that displayed him perfectly. He was semi-hard, bulging and damn proud of it. Close-cropped brown hair caught the light above him and caused his eyes to twinkle when he smiled with perfect white teeth. Despite the welcoming grin, Michael “Overlord” Parker was every inch a dangerous man. Some of her terror drained away when she noticed Michael was barefoot and weaponless just like she and Foster.

Adrenaline surged when Michael pushed away from the desk and walked toward them. Hypnotized by his presence, she simply stared at him while her entire body shook.

“Nash.” Michael offered his hand and Foster clasped it. The two men exchanged pleasantries as Jynx tried to control her pounding heart. Never in her life had she dreamed she’d find herself in a room with two living legends. Overlord, the most despised villain in the IWOG worlds, and Never-Fail Nash, now the most celebrated triple-platinum Runner in the universe. Jynx felt as insignificant as a fly on the wall until she realized she was now even more notorious than both of them combined.

Michael turned his intense gaze on her, and Jynx instinctively stepped back. Wicked knowing eyes pinned her in a way she found profoundly disturbing and oddly erotic.

Foster wrapped her up in his arms, hugging her from behind as he pressed her back against the strength of his chest. He kissed the top of her head. “This is Jynx Brennan. She’s shy.”

“She’s terrified.” Michael continued to peer down at her with cunning curiosity. “And beautiful.” When he stepped closer, his eyes seemed even more penetrating. “Devastatingly intelligent as well.” Closing his eyes on a deep indrawn breath, he added, “A very intriguing combination in a woman.” Michael had a voice like honey-drenched velvet, seductive and sticky.

Jynx gulped.

“Can she speak?” Michael lifted his gaze to Foster. “Or have IWOG tales of my nasty nature rendered her mute?”

Challenged, Jynx offered, “Having suffered them myself, I don’t put much credence into IWOG tales anymore.” Jynx hugged Foster’s arms protectively around her, drawing strength from him. If he didn’t hold her, she doubted she’d be able to speak a word. As it was, her voice came out with a slight tremble but still boldly determined because Foster backed her up, both literally and figuratively.

“Ah.” Michael smiled, dipping his gaze to pin her again. “You can speak.” He considered her for a long moment. “Indeed. IWOG tales bend the way of the wind, do they not? You are no more a monster than I am.”

“No.” Jynx lift her chin, emboldened by Foster’s support. “Will you help us?”

Up the corner of Michael’s mouth went in a quirky half grin. “Direct. To the point. I find I like you more and more.”

Michael drew another step closer, and Jynx smelled lemon zest and pine. Helplessly, she found herself very much attracted to Michael Parker for the same reasons she found Foster so compelling. Michael exuded dangerous power. Intrinsically, erotically male. He couldn’t help it any more than Foster could. Both of them were walking erotic nightmares. Jynx felt the attraction, acknowledged it, but she still wanted only Foster in her bed. She couldn’t wait to yank on the tab of his jeans that at this very moment dug into her lower back.

“Don’t get to liking her too much,” Foster said, his voice cutting. Drawing her body to his, Foster hugged her with a fierce possessive passion that Jynx melded to. Oh dear saints, he pressed the full length of his erection right between her—

“Staking your claim?” Michael lifted his intense gaze to Foster, and Jynx felt her heart kick up into a running pace. If the two of them fought, she didn’t know who would emerge the victor.

“He doesn’t have to,” Jynx declared.

Michael looked to her once again. “Indeed?”

“I belong to him and no other.” Casting him her most truculent chin, Jynx continued, “We’ve come for your help. No more than that. If you help us, you help yourself. Refuse us, and I would only ask you return what Foster has given to you so we may seek help elsewhere.”

A sad smile crossed Michael’s face. “What binds you to him?”

For some reason, she thought the answer to his question could make or break Michael’s willingness to help them. But she answered him the way she always did, honestly and straight from her heart. “Love.”

Something that looked like jealousy flared in Michael’s eyes. “Tell me why you love him.”

Automatically Jynx answered, “Because I trust him. We’ve been to hell and back. I would die for him. I would kill for him.”

Michael gazed calmly at her, then at Foster, then back into her eyes. He stepped close and took a deep breath of her. For the life of her, she swore he was tasting her. “Yes, I believe you would die and kill for those you love. You are a formidable opponent, Jynx Brennan. I would not challenge you.” Michael stepped back.

“What am I?” Foster clipped. “Chopped liver?”

“You are a worthy opponent.” Formally, Michael bowed to Foster. “But not like she is.”

Jynx didn’t understand what had just happened, exactly, but she thought she’d passed a test of Michael’s.

Michael must have noticed her confusion, because he smiled very gently. “Like you, I’m a reader. I read scents. Pheromones. I can smell the truth on you. I can even smell your child. A boy, in case you would like to know. Not Foster’s, which…” Michael lifted his gaze to Foster. “I know if I tried to wrest you from him, he would die to protect you.”

Jynx clung to Foster with joy filling her heart. A boy. Her child was a boy! Not Foster’s, which—why hadn’t Michael finished that thought? Is that what held Foster back?

Pushing all her personal concerns away, Jynx asked, “Will you help us?”

“For a price.” Michael nodded. “A price I know Nash will understand and willingly pay.”





Cruising the Fringe and playing the bad boy as he looked for a needle in a galactic haystack had been a total waste of time. Scary Mary had disappeared. Every lead Foster followed ran cold. Frustrated, desperate to wrap this up and return to Windmere where Jynx waited without one clue as to why he did this for Michael, Foster returned to Corona, city of Borealis, and killed time while he plotted his next move.

Sucking down a bottle of Prospect beer in the Robber’s Roost, a weird Wild West combination bar, hotel and saloon, Foster almost wet his pants when he saw her walk in. Actually, she didn’t walk so much as she strutted in like she owned the place.

Decked head to toe in purple, from her spiky hair to her brushed suede boots, none other than Scary Mary herself strode in and settled at the bar.

He tilted his hat low, slumped against the wall, and played drunker than he was. He couldn’t believe that Remarkably Average Mary reinvented herself as a notorious Fringe bandit everyone called the Purple Lady of Corona. Surreptitiously, he captured an image of her and made his way out of the hell once Mary fell to talking with the bartender.

Michael wanted Scary Mary back for the same reasons Foster wanted to keep Jynx Brennan safe. Once they were alone, Michael had said, “You had her, you lost her. You stole her back. I know why you did.” Michael pinned him with an honesty that almost broke Foster’s heart. Damn it all to hell but Michael loved Mary with the same intensity that Foster loved Jynx. “I want Mary back. I don’t want you to hunt her down and bring her to me. I want you to find her and tell me where she is. That’s all. Your reputation allows you a tremendous freedom in the Void that I don’t have. Just find her. Leave it up to me to compel her back.”

If Foster found Scary Mary, Michael would help them run counter IWOG operations on any and all Tyaa plague outbreaks. Carving out a verbal contract with an eye to committing it to writing, Foster brought up every conceivable point.

Michael finally exploded, “Just find Mary and I will do anything you want!”

His passionate outburst made Foster lose his train of thought. “Holy shit. You’re really in love with Scary Mary.”

With a visible effort, Michael centered himself. Using a much lower voice and a far calmer tone, he said, “You know what it’s like for me. I know you do, because I can smell how much you love Jynx despite the fact she’s not carrying your child. I can smell how much you love them both.”

Foster had always found Michael’s psi ability to read scents disturbing. Accurate but disconcerting nonetheless.

“I’ll do my best to find Mary, but I won’t die trying. No contract beyond my word that I’ll look while you keep Jynx safe and well away from Roberts.”

Michael agreed. “We’ve already started running scenarios and building up inoculate. My docs tell me we’re a month away from inoculating everyone who works for me.” Michael sighed. “See what that woman has done to me? I’m telling you I’m already running it. It isn’t about helping you or Jynx but just protecting my own. And Mary—” Michael cut himself off, but he didn’t have to say it. He considered Mary one of his own.

“I’ll find her.” Foster swore then and there he would, no matter how long it took. “It’s a deal, Michael. I’ll find Mary for all you’re doing in return.”

Relieved, Michael cast Foster a lopsided grin. “You trust me with your woman?”

“Not so much.” Foster grinned back. “I trust my woman.”


Chapter Thirty

While Foster was gone, Jynx watched her waist expand and worried. Michael opened his decadently opulent home to her. She felt like a child let loose in a candy store as she gorged herself on everything in his vast library. When she grew weary of reading, Michael offered other ways to entertain and distract her. No matter how many times she asked, Michael wouldn’t tell her where Foster was or why. He only said that she should not worry.

“There is a price for everything. Foster is paying the price.”

Michael dined with her for most meals. He had impeccable table manners and was a skilled conversationalist, but he also had a wonderful sense of humor. When he was near, she felt her worry about Foster ease, but her fear for him never fully left her. At first, she wondered if Michael would try to seduce her, but he treated her as an honored guest. He was indulgent and kind, but clearly, his heart belonged to a woman called Mary. At almost every turn, Michael spoke of how clever, how dangerous, how frightfully inventive Mary was. He never directly said he loved her, but he didn’t have to. And eventually Jynx realized where Foster was.

“Foster is gone on a contract for you,” Jynx said, considering her mostly gone dinner and wondering if there was more. No matter how much she ate, she was still hungry. “He is working for you and could not tell me why.”

“Granted.” Michael did not mince words.

“When will Foster return?” Jynx had a feeling he wouldn’t be back until he located the elusive Mary. And if Mary was even half as good as Michael seemed to think she was, that might be a very long time.

“Soon, I hope.” When the serving girl, Clara, entered, Michael asked her to bring another serving for Jynx. “I can tell that you’re still hungry.”

Clara returned and filled her plate and Michael’s coffee cup. She waited until Clara exited. “When we first arrived, you mentioned my child, then went silent when you looked at Foster. Does he love my child, or has he—”

“I cannot answer that.” Michael sipped from his cup. “It is not my place to confess another man’s heart. Were you so determined, you could always read the answer yourself.”

She realized Michael was challenging her to use her gift on him. “I couldn’t do that to you or Foster because—”

“That would be unfair, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes.” Now she understood why Michael wouldn’t tell her what he’d read in Foster. Begrudgingly, she respected Michael’s reason, even if not knowing continued to torment her.





“There’s no doubt in my mind. Scary Mary is the Purple Lady of Corona.”

Duster pulled back from the com link. “No.”

“Yes.” Foster fumbled to his belt. “Got proof a good six ways to Sunday and—”

“Don’t go near her.”

“Wasn’t planning on it. I told Michael I’d find her, not apprehend her. If he wants her, he can come and get her.” Tipping his hat low, Foster added, “How’s my woman?”

“Fine.” Duster scrunched his face hard. “Don’t tell him.”

“What? That I found Mary?”

“Yeah.”

“Screw off, Duster. I have a deal with Michael, and I’m not going back on my word.” He didn’t have a signed contract, but he didn’t need one with Michael when they had mutual trust. “I’m out here looking for Mary because I’m trading her location to get back to my woman.”

“Jynx Brennan.” Duster said her name like it was a dirty swear.

Coldly, Foster considered Duster. “You wouldn’t dare hurt her.”

“No. Not me.” Duster shot Foster a narrowed eye wink. “What if she wasn’t what you thought?”

“If you’ve got something to say, say it. Stop pissing in the wind trying to hit me.”

“What if she was sleeping with Michael while you were out and about on the Fringe?”

Foster tossed back his head and laughed. “Jynx and Michael? Only if Michael’s lost his mind and Jynx is drugged out of hers. Even then I’m thinking no. Don’t you bother, Duster. You can’t shake my faith in her. Jynx is waiting for me. I know it sure as I know my own name. I had a deal with Michael, and you have no right to—”

“You’re as bad as he is!” Duster cut him off with sudden venom. “Trusting so utterly in a woman who could betray you in a million ways.”

“Diane Black is your problem, Duster. Don’t make Jynx and Mary accountable for her crimes.”

Duster rolled his eyes. “You’re both fools.”

“Yeah, well, I’m thinking you’re jealous.”

“No. What I am is smart.” Defeated, Duster sighed. “Hang tight, I’ll go get the other love-struck idiot.”





A dozen candles sparkled in her bedroom as wafting notes of music filled the sweetly scented air. Bunches and bunches of flowers covered every available space, contrasting the antique ivory color scheme of the room. Jynx stood on the threshold, peering into the flickering shadows. To her delight, Foster sat on the edge of her bed, clad in a royal blue robe.

Foster cast a sleepy wink. “Hello, Sweets. I missed you.”

Jynx shook her head, not quite believing her eyes. She hadn’t seen him for over a month. His hair had started to grow back and was just long enough to brush a fringe of bangs along his forehead. He looked sleepy, warm and wonderful. She rushed toward him.

Foster slid off the bed and met her halfway, embracing her firmly. “Did you miss me?”

“Where, what—”

“I had to pay the piper.” Tipping her chin up, he kissed her with sweeping grace. “Was Michael nice to you?”

“Yes. I’m afraid we bored each other to tears. He didn’t stop talking about Mary, and I didn’t stop talking about you. He gave me a closet full of clothes, and his doctor, Murphy, gave me a complete physical, confirming what Michael had said, and—”

“Take a breath.” Foster grinned. “Everything okay with the baby?”

“Yes, he’s fine. I’m fine.” Jynx pulled out of his arms and straightened her shoulders. “You don’t have to worry about playing Daddy. I don’t expect you to.”

He didn’t say a word, and she was too afraid to say any more. It broke her heart to have her suspicions confirmed. Foster wanted her, not her baby. Heavens. With her ever-swelling belly, he probably didn’t even want her anymore.

“You don’t have to worry. Michael is letting me work in the lab, so I’m sure I can make a place for myself here. You can go back to your job and the privacy of your ship—”

“What brought all this on?” His brows made a dark V of confusion above his eyes. “Are you dumping me?”

“No. I thought I’d make it easier for you to dump me.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because it’s obvious that you don’t want me anymore.”

His eyebrows rose as he looked down. “See that? For not wanting you, I seem awfully titillated just to be in the same room with you.”

She glanced to his erection pushing against his robe, then quickly looked away. “You got me back on your ship and didn’t once—”

“Ah. I get it. I didn’t make love to you then, so you got all kinds of strange ideas in your head. Here I was thinking I was being noble, and instead I just frightened you.” Slowly but surely he pulled her into his embrace, then rubbed his nose to hers. “Remember our first time on the ship?”

Fast and furious in his big, black leather chair. “How could I forget?”

“This time, it’s kinda like the first time all over. I wanted it to be special. Look around. Candlelight, flowers, soft music, silk sheets, the whole bit. Michael offered full run of his wine cellar, but in light of this little guy”—Foster touched her belly with a large possessive hand—“I settled on juice.” When he nodded to the bedside table, Jynx noticed two glasses sitting there. “I just wanted it perfect for you this time. That’s the only reason I was holding back.”

Sagging against him with relief, Jynx wrapped her arms around him. “I feel like an ass.”

“Naw. You feel like a warm and sexy woman.” Foster ran his hands along her back. “My woman.”

Jynx giggled against his chest. “How very caveman of you.”

Grunting, Foster said, “Me big man. Want lovely woman. Want to tease and please lovely woman.” Waggling his eyebrows at her, he whispered, “But only if my lovely woman wants me to.”

“Go.”

As he slid her dress off, Foster kissed and licked and stroked every bit of her. He took his time exploring as she struggled to keep her own animal at bay. Heaven help her, she just wanted to shove him into bed and fill herself with him. All of him. All at once.

“Your eyes got that dark look in them, Jynx. Like a lady one step from going crazy.”

“It’s your fault.” Jynx pushed his robe off his shoulders as she stroked his chest. “You’ve got me so charged up at the moment, I feel like a rocket ready to explode.”

“Yeah?” Foster lifted his brow as he flashed her that sneaky grin. “Got you at my mercy, do I?”

“Foster, please. Don’t tease me. I honestly don’t think I could take it.”

He scooped her up and placed her carefully in the amethyst-colored bed. He pulled back and just looked down at her.

“What?”

“Your eyes, in this purple bed. You’re so impossibly beautiful, you look almost unreal.”

Foster snuggled next to her, kissing her as he continued to stroke and tease her body. When she softly begged for more, he rolled her to her back, lifted her knees over his hips, then entered her as slowly as he could. Jynx arched her head back and gave a long deep sigh of pleasure.

“It’s very mutual.” Foster gripped her hip and thrust gently into her as he peered right into her eyes. “You feel so good.”

Pressing her legs together tightened her around him.

“Whoa.” Foster took a deep breath. “Don’t be doing that just yet. I want this to last.” Slipping his hand between her legs, he swirled his fingertips over her clit.

Pent-up demand brought her to a sharp and sudden climax that shocked them both. Her passage gripped him, and he shuddered.

“Ah, hell.” Foster tried to hold back but couldn’t. His orgasm rippled through his body. He pulled her tight as he twitched with release. “Crap. That lasted all of what? Two minutes?”

“So? It’s not like we can’t do it again. And again. We have all the time in the world now.” Kissing him, stroking his face, Jynx realized Foster didn’t quite meet her eyes.



“Don’t look at me like that. Let me explain.” Foster pulled Jynx to him and wouldn’t let her get out of bed.

“You’re leaving again, aren’t you?” Fury pinched her features.

“Yes.”

She tried to wriggle away, and he finally pinned her to the bed.

“Listen to me.”

“No. Is this what it’s going to be like with us? Me forever waiting and worrying if I’ll ever see you again while you keep working for Michael?”

“Damn it, Jynx, it isn’t going to be like that if you’ll just let me explain.” Looming over her, he said, “I ain’t letting you up until you listen to me.”

Realizing the futility of struggling against him, Jynx relaxed her body but continued to glare at him.

“While I was away, some very interesting events took place that you don’t know about. With Roberts. Ah, I see you’re willing to listen now.” Foster let up on her and pulled her into his arms. “The IWOG thinks Roberts caused all of that destruction at the courthouse. Where once she was lauded as a hero for blowing you away, now it looks like she was trying to shut you up from implicating her. Apparently, some rather interesting information came to light about Roberts after we left. They now think she was in cahoots with you.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Pretty sweet, huh? Hoist by her own petard.” Foster laughed. “And it gets better. They want her back so she can stand trial for her crimes against humanity. Guess who they want to bring her in?”

Her forehead wrinkled up in confusion; then her eyes and mouth simultaneously went wide. “You?”

“Yeah. Sweet, huh? For double what they paid me to bring you in. How’s that for payback?”

“I—that’s—disturbingly ironic.”

“Are you okay with this? I haven’t signed the contract; we’re still just negotiating at this point. But you have to understand that the IWOG might very well torture then kill her. I wanted to make sure you were okay with that.”

Trouble darkened her face.

“Jynx, if you’re not okay with this, then Michael has agreed to keep her imprisoned here. Hell, he was so impressed with you, I think he’d do anything you asked him to.”

“This is going to sound so cold, but she deserves whatever they do to her. It’s her own fault. So, yes, I think you should do it, but for triple what they paid for me.”

“Greedy are you?”

“Not so much. The thing is, they can well afford it, and we’re going to need money in case the IWOG does decide to spread the Tyaa plague around.”

“That possibly occurred to me, that they want her back so they can finish running what she started, but I don’t think so. The media got a hold of Roberts’s bonafides, and every channel on the Tasher is flashing them around. If the IWOG tries to spread the plague, everyone’s gonna know where it came from. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to have it ready in case we get wind of something.”





Strutting, preening, tipping his hat with a grin, Foster Nash escorted a bound Victoria Roberts past a spectacle three times as chaotic as what Jynx had suffered. Media pundits could barely be heard above the rabble of the screaming masses.

“You look like a swaggering caveman.” And Jynx loved every second of his bad-boy act, especially since this time, she was on the other side of the drama. She could have watched the spectacle live over the Tasher, but one glimpse of Foster made her burst into incomprehensible tears. Michael had turned the unit off and distracted her with an intriguing board game. Now that Foster was safely back on Windmere, she felt able to view the downfall of her rival. Watching Victoria get her richly deserved comeuppance, especially while Jynx was perfectly comfortable in Overlord’s lair, was sweet indeed. A month ago, if someone had told her this would happen, she would have laughed herself simple. Even though she could never go back to her old life, she didn’t really want to. She had good, honest work here on Windmere, and she enjoyed her coworkers. There was only one lingering question

“I look like an idiot.” Foster clicked off the vid and settled back on Michael’s couch. They were staying in his palatial home until they sorted out their living arrangements.

“Hey, I’m watching that!” Jynx clicked the vid back on. “You don’t have to watch if you don’t want to.”

“Neither do you.” Foster tried to grab the remote, but Jynx held it out of reach.

“No, but I will. I couldn’t be there to see it live since I’m supposedly dead, so let me enjoy my moment here.” Watching Victoria stumble along the gauntlet, her hair a mess and her makeup smeared, was immensely satisfying. After what that woman had put her through, Jynx felt no shame for enjoying Victoria’s misery. To be hated and hunted for crimes she didn’t commit, to almost die at the hands of her tormenter—this was the least satisfaction Jynx could have. Once the doors of the courthouse closed behind Victoria, her real torture would begin.

“That hat looks silly on me.”

“It covers up your shorn locks, though. You couldn’t run the risk of anyone recognizing you from the break-in at the Port Belle courthouse.”

“That’s why I picked Banna as the delivery place. I haven’t been there for a long time, and I thought it was fitting to take her back to the scene of the crime.”

“Isn’t that the courthouse where she was supposed to receive her valor award?”

“Yep. Nice touch, huh?” Foster considered the vid. “I look like an idiot.”

“A great big hulking sexy idiot.” Jynx flicked the vid off and curled up in his lap. To make his apprehension look convincing, Foster had waited three weeks after he’d returned to Windmere and finalized his contract with the IWOG to take Victoria Roberts in. He’d been gone only a week in travel time, but it felt like forever to her. “No more work for a while, okay?”

“Well, there is this one other contract.”

Jynx sighed and peered up at him. “What now?”

“A marriage contract.”

“What?”

“Surprised you, did I?” Nuzzling her neck, Foster said, “Pardon me, Miss Brennan, but would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

As much as she wanted to jump up and down, and possibly burst into tears, she found herself taking a page from Michael’s book. She had to know his reasons. “Why?”

“Because I want you.” Foster answered automatically, right from his heart.

“You want to marry the fat lady?” Jynx touched her expanding belly. Now well into her pregnancy, she seemed to have ballooned up overnight. No matter how unattractive she felt, Foster didn’t seem to notice. Since he’d gotten back, he was tracing a finger along her neck, her shoulders or down the crevice of her bottom every time he had a chance. He said he simply couldn’t keep his hands off of her.

“I got a powerful urge to contract you.” He held her gaze as he kissed her lips. “I’ve got all kinds of ideas on the particulars, but I’m willing to debate the finer points.”

“You’ve never failed to deliver on any contract, have you?”

“Nope.”

Jynx bit her lip as she looked to her belly. She couldn’t make a decision based simply on her own needs. What about her son? That hesitation of Michael’s still bothered her, because she still didn’t understand what he’d read that she didn’t see.

“I want him to have my name, Jynx. I want that very much.”

The romantic part of her heart swelled, but she found herself asking, “Why?” Again, she had to know. “When Michael was reading us, he said my child wasn’t yours, which—”

“He read that I didn’t care who the father of your child was, because I was thoroughly in love with both of you.” Foster kissed her forehead and then her belly. “I wanted to be with both of you.”

Relief and joy caused her eyes to water.

“A boy needs a father.” He twined their fingers together. “My father was a good man. I never went hungry or lacked for anything, but he was never really there. Even when he was physically present, his head was still at work.”

“My father was like that too.” She squeezed his hand. “If I had stayed on an IWOG world, I fear I would have been that way.” But here, she could have a fulfilling career and time for family. If she was very lucky, she could have it all.

“I don’t want it to be like that for our kids. I want to be there.”

“Kids?” Her heart skipped a beat.

“Sure. Three or four. ’Course, I expect to be in on the ground floor for the rest.” Pulling her tight, he kissed her head. “Why? You don’t want any more?”

“I do, I just—I guess I never thought of you as a family man. Especially not to another man’s child.”

“Too much of a grunting Neanderthal, am I?” He laughed.

“At least you’ve stopped carting me around over your shoulder.” Oddly, she missed being carried that way. It was arrogant, possessive, and surprisingly intimate.

“Mainly because I don’t want to pop you.” Nuzzling her neck, he stood, taking her up with him. “Want to marry a very bad man who corrupted the IWOG lady right out of you?”

“Did you ever think of it the other way around?” She trailed her hands up his chest, smoothing his blue T-shirt over his muscles. “That I corrupted the ruthless, brutal, vicious bastard right out of you?”

His eyebrows rose. “Never thought of it that way. But you’re right. You sure enough did. So, what’s it going to be, lovely lady? Yes or no, stop or go.”

“Go.”

Mindful of her belly, he spun her around in a happy circle. “You understand that I’ll never, ever, let you go?”

“I wouldn’t expect any less from Never-Fail Nash.”
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His planet is his prison…and only she can set him free.



Overlord

© 2011 Anitra Lynn McLeod



The Fringe, Book 2

After a year, Michael “Overlord” Parker finally knows who’s been pilfering his black market goods. Astonishingly, the elusive Bandit of Taiga isn’t a man. It’s a woman, an infuriating spitfire who’s half in love with “Overlord,” Michael’s overly romanticized reputation.

Remarkably Average Mary exudes an intoxicating scent that Michael can’t quite puzzle out, even with his unique ability. As long as she remains bound and blindfolded, he has the advantage—and the bonus of tormenting the bane of his existence.

Mary’s deceptively innocent face has never failed her. Yet somehow she’s ended up at the mercy of a man she knows only as “Commander.” His demands are simple. Surrender her methods of banditry, or surrender her body. As his essence invades her intuitive ability—and her remaining senses—she becomes increasingly frantic to escape before she yields all that and more to her compelling captor.

Their sensual sparring ignites, and Michael finds himself wanting to erase Overlord’s myth from her fantasies in favor of the real man. But first he has to foil the slippery little devil’s escape attempts. And find out who’s been using her to unknowingly help the empire wipe him off the face of his own planet.

Warning: This futuristic romance contains a planet-owning alpha hero, a feisty heroine who can swear in over thirty languages, a side-kick with a crackleseed addiction, witty repartee, epic space battles, sensual karate, and tight black leather pants.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Overlord:

Overlord eyed her speculatively. “You preach to me of not selling your honor, yet think I should walk away from one who steals from me, for you only steal a little bit. Would things be different if I were to steal only a little bit from you?”

He had a good point. Not that Mary was likely to admit it anytime soon, especially to him.

“Honor is as honor does, is it not? Explain to me how you stealing from me is honorable, but me stealing from you isn’t.”

Fidgeting in her chair, she flushed. “I guess the difference is, I steal because I have no other option. I’m a bandit by circumstance, not choice. If you could steal my honor, that would be one thing, but you seem to be of the mind you can buy it. That is what is insulting.”

His sleek eyebrows rose, but he said nothing.

“I’m sorry I stole from you. If I could give your goods back, I would, but I can’t because they’re gone. Keeping me prisoner isn’t going to get your goods back, and I’ll never tell you where they went or why.”

His eyes narrowed, but still, he said nothing.

“My honor may be a bit rusty, but my loyalty isn’t. If I tell you, it’s not my life that’s at risk. One person, me, for all the rest?” She shrugged. “I’m willing to make that sacrifice.”

“Are you the leader?”

She froze as she searched for a diversion.

A slow, quirky grin slid across his face. “You are the leader.”

“So what if I am?” She belied her trepidation by standing. “I don’t see how that helps you.”

“Really?” He sat and rang the crystal bell with an insistent clink.

The young girl popped her head out of the kitchen.

“More wine, Clara, and dessert.” When the girl retreated, he pointed one massive finger. “Sit down and we’ll discuss the matter over dessert.”

“I think I’ve had enough.”

“Not yet you haven’t. Sit.” When she hesitated, he flung the fragile crystal bell to the floor, where it shattered into delicate fragments. “Sit down.”

Mary did. His destruction of the fragile bell made it pretty damn clear she’d pushed him right to the edge. He was a man who few disobeyed and he’d tolerated enough of her insolence and defiance. “I won’t tell you—”

“You don’t have to.”

Clara brought in dessert and wine, then hurried away, the rubber wheels of the cart crunching through the remains of the crystal bell.

Dessert looked like two big white eyes with red pupils staring up from her plate. Strawberries ringed the strange cartoon gaze. “What the hell is—”

“Poached meringues with strawberry sauce.”

“Freaking child’s nightmare.” She shoved the plate away. “Wouldn’t your life be a lot easier if you just let me go?”

“Back to your life of crime? I don’t think so. If I have the ringleader, it’s unlikely the gang will continue to rob me.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Won’t cost me but a pittance to keep you around and find out for sure, now, will it?” He took a casual bite of his dessert.

“Fine.” She shrugged. “Keep me here. Eventually you’ll get bored. Something else will come along, strike your fancy, and you’ll gladly send me on my way without a second thought.”

“I think you could keep me entertained for years. Just watching you eat is a spectacle.” He dabbed his mouth with a pristine red napkin. “You eat like an animal.”

She gritted her teeth. “Feel like trading insults? Fine.” Saluting him with her glass, she deliberately wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “By the same token, I’m fascinated by you, a man who’s mastered feminine traits I’ve never even dreamed of.” She chugged her drink, belched slightly behind her hand, set the delicate glass on the table and refilled it. “I wouldn’t be surprised to see you in a dress, you pampered pansy.”

His eyes narrowed dangerously and he spoke through gritted teeth. “You like playing with fire, don’t you?”

“You obviously don’t. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have strapped a luller to my wrist.” She took another slug of liquid courage. “Since I can’t strike at you with my fist, you’d best get used to my mouth.”

He leaned intimately close and whispered, “I could get used to your mouth, provided I’m the one keeping it occupied.”

She wondered what he could possibly mean. When she figured it out, a flush crept into her cheeks. When the prospect of doing that to him excited her, she flushed harder.

“You rape all your prisoners, or just the women?”

His gaze traveled from her face, to the V of her shirt, then to the juncture of her thighs. “Is that what it would take?”

Her body thrummed from fabulous food, glorious wine and the sexiest man in the Void. He could seduce any woman he wanted. Any woman he didn’t want. One wink, and women would swoon. One kiss, and pants would drop or skirts would lift.

“Since you can’t buy me, now you think you can seduce me?”

“Yes.” Cocky arrogance, probably well deserved, emanated from him.

Mary didn’t know which would give out first—her loyalty, or her resistance to the erotic lust he’d awakened in her. Captive and captor. Each time she thought of the duality, her body shivered with fear and desire.

Carefully crafted daydreams involving her shadowy hero, Overlord, always had an element of captivity and surrender. Here, clearly, was a man who could turn dark daydreams to vivid reality. More than loyalty held her back. Foolish, young-girl fantasies held her back. To him, sex was a game, a way to pass the time in an enjoyable pursuit. To her, intimacy held consequences. Not just to herself but also to everyone she fought to save.

Days without food and sleep, her belly now full, and her mind rendered silly by very fine wine, she stood. “Whatever your plans for me, at least—you once offered me a day to rest—let me have a night to sleep.” Had he any honor at all, he would grant her such a minor request.

“As I am a generous host, I will indulge you.” Seven feet of male uncoiled, reminding her she was no match for him physically.

“Should I kowtow to you now or later?” She swayed, closing her eyes against his potent smile. If he didn’t take pity on her, she would fall asleep at his bare feet.

“Follow me.”

Stepping carefully around the shards of glass on the floor, he left the dining room and strode through the grand ballroom to one of the huge doors between the pillars.

“House, this will be Mary’s room. Update and confirm.”

“Yes, Commander. Record of Mary updated with new parameters.”

The peach-colored door swung open.

“Where’s the—” As soon as she entered the room, lights blazed. “Christ almighty! Turn them off!” Mary threw her hand up to shield her weary eyes.

“House, set the lights to level three.”

The glare dropped to a soothing, warm tone. She glanced around the huge room. A span of open floor space made the bed seem a mile away. Even so, the bed looked big enough for six people. Puffs of shimmering gauze draped the four towering posters of the bed. Carpet to covers were the same pinky-orange color, like carrots stored too long in the cold. Ruffles, lace and a strong, sweet stench of flowers marked this as a woman’s room.

“Good night, Commander.” She faced him, making no effort to hide her crushing exhaustion. At this moment, she didn’t care if the room he offered came draped in black with gravestones decked about and a skull-and-crossbones flapping overhead. For a few uninterrupted hours of sleep, she’d take it.

To her shock, he scooped her up into his arms. He smelled good—citrus and pine. He felt impossibly strong—all bones and muscle. Long strides later, he tucked her into the welcoming folds of the massive bed. Warm and soft as a dinner roll, so unlike her hard-tack cabin bunk, the bed gave way below her as she melted into its silk embrace.

Being a prisoner suddenly didn’t seem so horrific. Her mind damn near stripped gears when he didn’t leave but hovered over her. All this luxury would come at a price.

She cast a wary eye over the edge of the blanket. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess. This bed is your bed too?”

“Would you like it to be?” Soft as the silk on her skin, his voice smoothed against her ear.


Ever had one of those days?



The King and I

© 2011 Opal Carew



Celestial Soul-Mates, Book 1

Aria’s career fills the void that foster care left behind, and keeps her grounded in reality. But recently, steamy, erotic dreams make her think she’s working too hard.

A free trip to a luxury resort is just the ticket. Until she’s ushered to a “VIP party” and abducted by an alien who insists she’s his king’s soul-mate. Love at first sight, let alone sight unseen, is a myth. Her increasing attraction to the ship’s captain, though, is weak-in-the-knees real.

Captain Tai Gaman’s mission was simple. Kidnap Aria and deliver her to wed his twin brother, King Zander. It must be the sibling psychic link that’s fueling his own blinding desire for the Earth woman. As the ship approaches his planet and her sexual hunger reaches unbearable heights, it must be simple compassion that won’t allow him to let her suffer. One night leaves him stunned, facing an emotional choice. Claim her as his own, or fulfill his duty to the king.

After a lifetime believing love doesn’t exist, Aria finds her hands full with the love of two men. And considering the possibility there’s room in her heart for both…

Warning: This book is full of red-hot sex and smoking hot alien studs (and one studette), along with their human abductees who don’t mind getting it on with one or more partners. With or without an audience. Watching the heroine find love and the hero lose his heart may cause a strong desire to be beamed up.



Enjoy the following excerpt for The King and I:

“You.” The uniformed woman pointed at Aria. “Come with me.”

“We stay together,” Eva insisted as she stepped toward Aria protectively.

“No, actually you don’t,” the woman responded.

As the stranger grabbed Aria’s arm and dragged her to her feet, Terrien stepped in front of Eva, preventing her from rushing to Aria’s side. The uniformed woman led Aria to a door, which slid open as they approached. Aria glanced back to see her bewildered companions led out another door by Terrien and a couple of other uniformed men. Eva mouthed some words to Aria that she didn’t understand, then the door closed behind her.

“Where are you taking me?” Aria couldn’t hide the quaver in her voice.

“To meet the captain.” The woman’s heels clicked sharply on the floor as they marched along. “You should be honored.”

Maybe she should be, but she wasn’t. In truth, she was frightened and confused.

Despite that, thoughts of her steamy, nighttime adventures stirred within her and a sexual buzz quivered through her entire body. A part of her hoped this captain was a tall, dark, sinister hunk who wanted to have his way with her. She trembled in anticipation.

Good God, where is my brain? This is real, not some sexual fantasy. Yet she felt heat flush through her, hotter and hotter, as they progressed.

They stopped in front of a door and her captor pushed a button beside it. A bleep sounded.

“Send her in, Casey,” a deep voice said.

The door slid open.

“You heard the captain. Go on in.”

Fear cooled her blood a little as Aria stepped through the doorway, peering ahead of her to see a sitting room but no captain. The door swooshed closed behind her. She stepped farther into the softly lit room, which looked like private quarters. A big, comfy-looking armchair and couch occupied most of the room. Not exactly how she’d pictured a spaceship.

“Welcome.” A rich baritone voice came from her left.

A tremor rippled along her spine. She spun around.

At six foot four and all muscle, he was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. His dark, slightly wavy hair brushed his shoulders and his silver-gray eyes glittered like moonlight rippling on water. Her heartbeat accelerated at the sight of him. He would definitely be the star of any sexual fantasy. Her insides seemed to melt into a pool and her vagina tightened.

Good heavens, she had to get a grip on herself. This man had kidnapped her!

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I’m Captain Tai Gaman. And you are Aria Jenkins.” He pointed to a chair. “Sit.”

She perched on the edge of the chair, keeping a wary gaze on him. He strolled to the couch and settled onto it, his masculine aura filling the room.

“I’m sure you’d like to know why we’ve brought you here.”

“Yes, please.” With her hands folded in her lap, and her tight, prim words, she must look like a schoolgirl summoned to the principal’s office. She noticed her hands trembling, so she clasped them tighter.

“Relax. I’m not going to bite.” Warmth emanated from his smile.

Relax? Was he kidding?

She stared at him with wide eyes, waiting. He leaned forward slightly.

“There is a power in the universe that takes a hand in our lives—we call it nata’tai. It provides the means to keep us healthy, as individuals and as races. To stay healthy, a race must grow. It must embrace other cultures. It must open its gene pool to other races, otherwise it will stagnate. Physically, emotionally and culturally.”

A shiver raced down Aria’s spine. Had she and the others been brought here as breeding stock? Were they to provide genetic material to keep his race healthy? Nausea tightened her stomach into a quivering ball as she imagined herself chained to a bed, a trail of men lined up to impregnate the alien female.

She imagined him first in line, his mouth capturing hers in a passionate onslaught, his naked body compressing her breasts tightly against his chest. She felt her cheeks flush and she tried to drive the thoughts from her mind as she concentrated on his words.

“As a race matures, nata’tai gives its people the ability to sense their tanash’ae—what you would call their soul-mate—even over great distances. To ensure a mingling of races, nata’tai directs the spirits of tanash’ae—soul-mates—to be born in different races on different planets.”

“Are you trying to tell me that you’ve brought me here because you think I’m one of these tannashays?” She sucked in a breath. “Do you think that you and I…” Her finger flicked between them. “That we are…soul-mates?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Would that be a problem for you?”

No, a voice inside insisted, but she ignored it and sucked in a breath.

“Yes! Of course it would. I don’t even know you. I don’t intend to marry a man I don’t even know.”

He flashed a devil-may-care grin. “Who said anything about marriage?”

“Oh, I see.” A blush crept up her cheeks. “When you said soul-mate I assumed you meant, you know, love and marriage.”

This was all too much for her. The reality of the situation was finally sinking in. She didn’t even want to think about what he actually meant. That image of the chain and the bed swept through her brain again and not as an attractive fantasy this time. Her head sagged forward as tears pooled in her eyes.

“Aria, I’m sorry. I was teasing you. I’m not your tanash’ae.”

“Then why—?”

“Your tanash’ae is our king.”

Her head jerked up.

“I’m supposed to marry a king?”

“Does the thought appeal to you?”

“If I believed you, which I don’t, I would be honored, of course. It’s like a fairy tale, in a nightmarish sort of way, but I’m not going to marry some stranger on another planet, king or not. I don’t want to leave my family and friends behind.”

He leaned toward her, his silver gaze piercing her delicately maintained composure.

“Aria, you don’t have a family. You were separated from your mother at a very young age and she refuses contact with you.”

She felt as though he’d stabbed her heart. The pain of long, lonely years in an orphanage, then a group home and foster care, slammed through her.

Of course, anyone would understand why her newly widowed mother might decide to give up her young baby when she barely had the resources to care for her other four children. It had been the responsible thing to do, given the situation. Supposedly, she’d wanted Aria to have a better life than she could provide—but wasn’t being surrounded by brothers and sisters and a parent who loved her a much better choice than leaving her all alone in the world, rejected by the one person who should love her no matter what?

Logic dictated that her mother could not have truly loved her.

Aria stiffened her back against the debilitating pain, refusing to meet the man’s gaze.

“I don’t want to leave my world behind.”

He leaned toward her, his hands folded between his knees. “If he weren’t a king, you could have negotiated where you’d live. Our home world or yours. But in this case, nata’tai has given you no choice.”

No choice. Déjà vu or what? She knotted her fingers together and sighed heavily. “Will I be expected to have sex with this guy?”

He smiled, kindness lighting his eyes. “That’s usually what two bonded people do.”

She glared at him. “Why do you think I’d have sex with a strange man after being abducted?”

He smiled broadly. “You mean, you’d have sex with a strange man if we hadn’t abducted you?”

She stared at him blankly. She couldn’t believe it. This alien captain was teasing her.

Alien.

Oh, God. Although he looked quite human, he was an alien. A man from another planet.

She felt trapped. Fear and pain built inside her as she realized this was really happening. This man—this alien—had kidnapped her and intended to drag her untold light-years from Earth. She was being torn from her home, again, regardless of what she wanted.

All the tension that had been building in her ever since she’d taken that strange elevator ride curled around her chest and tightened painfully. Dizziness overwhelmed her and breathing became difficult.

Everything went black.
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There’s always a loophole. Just don’t let it close around your neck.



The Fringe, Book 3

Bounty hunter Foster Nash is a ruthless bastard—just ask him. Thanks to an ex-girlfriend who robbed him blind, and another who nearly bit off his trigger finger, he’s not too high on women in general right now.

Desperate for funds to refill his retirement coffers, he jumps at a very lucrative contract: to bring in the doctor who created the Tyaa plague. Except his voluptuous target doesn’t behave like a criminal. Instead of rattling the bars, she accepts her fate with cool, cultured aplomb.

Jynx Brennan toiled for three years to save humanity from a disease she’s now blamed for creating. Since she refuses to use her psi ability as a weapon, it doesn’t help her escape Never-Fail Nash. In a moment of clarity, she decides there’s no point in denying herself a last fling with a living, breathing erotic fantasy.

After he recovers his surprise, Nash indulges the full depth of his physical needs upon her body—often, and to their mutual pleasure. But when it leads to unexpected emotional intimacy, he finds himself willing to risk everything to break a contract that will force him to deliver her to certain execution.



Warning: This futuristic romance contains one bad-ass bounty hunter, a refined lady doctor, a ship with a vile history, a villain with a viler history, and a wide black leather belt, slung low.
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