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Ever since she escaped from the brutal slavery into which she was born, Calista York has roamed the universe, burying the secret of her past deeper and deeper even as she builds her reputation as a crafty, ferociously independent trader unafraid of taking on the toughest deals or the most dangerous opponents. Only one man, trader Rhys Fairdane, has ever managed to put a dent in her seemingly impenetrable emotional armor, but their profitable—and passionate—relationship came to an abrupt end five years ago, and they’ve been careful to keep half a universe between them ever since.


 


When Calista is offered the coveted and highly lucrative position of trade representative to the reclusive Kartenese, she accepts without a moment’s hesitation...until she discovers she’ll have a partner whether she likes it or not. Working with Rhys Fairdane again would be bad enough. Having to admit, if only to herself, that she’s as powerfully attracted to him as ever is much, much worse. 


 


Rhys isn’t any happier about the deal than Calista, but there are forces driving him—forces Calista knows nothing about—that make it imperative he accept the job even if she’s part of the package. When they’re in too deep to back out, Rhys and Calista discover that they’re not the only ones with secrets, and that the secrets behind their agreement with the Kartanese are the kind that could get them both killed.
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— CHAPTER 1 —-


 


Calista York dropped out of hyperdrive into a perfect orbit about the planet Karta, inordinately pleased with herself and life in general. That pleasure was considerably diminished three minutes later when she spotted a second ship already in orbit, and eliminated entirely when the computer identified the ship as the Fair Trade.


For an instant, she considered forgetting the whole affair, but the temptation of being named trade representative to the Dorinor of Karta was too great. A few years as rep and her fortune would be made. After so many years of struggle she would be able to put the past behind her forever.


She wasn’t about to let the owner of the Fair Trade be named rep in place of her. Not without a fair fight.


Well, a fight, anyway.


If Rhys Fairdane really was after the position, she wouldn’t put it past that sleazy slime bucket to use every dirty trick known to get it, and then invent a few more just for the hell of it. And to irritate her.


The communications panel chimed, indicating an incoming message in normal space. The Fair Trade, no doubt, since the Kartanese were notorious for disliking anything technical, including space communications systems.


Briefly, Calista considered refusing to answer. But Fairdane knew she was here—he would have spotted the spatial distortions caused by her incoming ship long before she entered orbit—and he was perfectly capable of interpreting her refusal to answer as a sign his presence had upset her. The three moons of Tolkat would fall before she’d give him that satisfaction.


With a curse she’d learned on Darneb II and found particularly satisfying at times like this, Calista slapped the respond button, then cued the view screen. Might as well confront him right off. The man could smell fear a parsec away and there was no sense in—


The view screen was a mistake.


It was also a mistake to catch her breath in a distressingly audible gasp, or to let her eyes widen until they couldn’t grow any wider. But she couldn’t control either of those automatic reactions to the sight of him, naked from the waist up—which was, thankfully, all the screen revealed—with droplets of water glistening on his bare chest and a broad, lopsided grin on his face.


He hadn’t changed. His hair was still long, black as the depths of space, and pulled back in a queue at the nape of his neck. Thick, straight brows shadowed dark eyes that gleamed like Risian soul stones. The flat planes of his cheeks were cut by the same strong lines running from beside his hooked nose to the edge of a mouth that was far too full and sensual for such a masculine face. His jaw hadn’t softened. It was as darkly shadowed as ever, even though he was clean shaven.


His body was, well, perfect. Broad-shouldered, slim-waisted, with smoothly rounded muscles that slid easily beneath his skin. Even now, five years later, she could remember how distractingly tempting it had been to run her fingers across his chest, through the dark, silky hair that followed the curve of his breast then came together in a tapering vee…


Thank the stars the image shown on the view screen ended at his waist.


“Well-bred people don’t come to the view screen unless they’re properly dressed, Fairdane!” Calista snapped, irritated by her involuntary reaction to him.


“I have a towel,” he protested. “See?”


With an air of injured innocence he held up a large towel for her inspection. As though an unexpected thought had just occurred to him, he glanced down at the half of his body hidden from view, then smiled apologetically.


“Does it count if I was wearing it?”


“No, it doesn’t! And most people use dry booths rather than a damp, disgusting rag—”


“It’s not damp when I start, and it’s not a rag. I pay good money to have these specially made on Ardole,” he protested, clearly hurt. “You ought to try it, Red. I don’t know how many times I’ve offered to dry you off—”


“And stop calling me Red! I’m not a redhead and never have been.”


“I know.” He grinned. “That golden hair is stunning no matter whether it’s on your head or…elsewhere.”


“Why, you—”


“But you’ve the temper of a true redhead, Red. It’s not your fault,” he added with the air of a man determined to be fair. “I realize you can’t help it if your genes got mixed up and—”


Goaded, Calista reached for the weapons panel.


“Now, Red, you know better than that.” He frowned and shook his head with the gloomy expression of a parent who is sadly disappointed in his offspring. “My shields are up. Knowing your temper, I put them up the minute I realized who was dropping in. Besides, I have as much firepower as you. There’s no sense in wasting a good energy charge.”


He was right. And knowing he was right made her even madder. She’d never won any of their verbal sparring matches and, much as she’d like to, she probably never would.


“Given that rusty junk heap you call a space ship, I’m surprised you found your way to this part of the galaxy,” Calista said instead in a syrupy sweet tone. “Did you get a new computer to help figure out the coordinates? I wouldn’t have thought you could have managed, otherwise.”


“Haven’t changed much, have you? You know, I was reading just the other day that the ancients used to preserve their food with salt and vinegar. Since those two ingredients seem to flow in your veins instead of blood, I’ll bet you’ll live to be two hundred and still look as gorgeous as you do today.”


“Jealous, Fairdane? Maybe you should try changing that weak blood of yours.” Calista did her best to assume an expression of motherly concern. “You’re really not looking up to par, you know. Sort of wasting away, not quite the man you used to be.”


He sighed. “You’re right, of course. It’s the women. They take a lot out of a man but what can I do? I can’t just turn the darlings away. That would be far too cruel.”


Unreasonable jealousy stabbed at Calista. It wasn’t hard to imagine him with a beautiful woman adoringly draped on each arm and a few more trailing lustfully in his wake.


“You have all my sympathies.” Calista forced aside a vivid mental image of him lying with one of the beauties her imagination had conjured up. “So tell me, Fairdane. What brought you here? Knowing your fondness for the comforts of life, I find it hard to believe you came this far from galaxy center just to escape your more demanding admirers.”


“Right again,” he said, clearly struck by admiration for her insight. “It cost me a pang or two, I’ll admit. Though if I’d known you were going to be here, I wouldn’t have hesitated for a moment, Red. I want you to know that.”


“No doubt.” Calista angrily repressed a sudden—and totally absurd--desire to believe him. “So why are you here?”


“As direct as ever, aren’t you? I might ask the same of you. What’s enticed you away from that lucrative run between Sogral III and Magruder Station? I’d heard you were making credits so fast even you couldn’t count them.”


How, by all the devils of Dormat, had he found out about that deal? Had he been tracking her? Calista wasn’t sure if she was more flattered—or disturbed.


It was tempting to believe he still thought as much about her as she did about him. Tempting, and irrational. There was no profit in clinging to the past and never had been. And profit was what life was all about, wasn’t it?


That and independence. She wasn’t about to give up either. Not for him, not for any man.


“Calista?”


He sounded wistful, but that had to be her overactive imagination.


“I’m here on business, Fairdane. What did you think? Surely even you wouldn’t be so arrogant to think I’d come halfway across the galaxy just to see you.”


“You’re right. I wouldn’t be that arrogant. Not after the way you walked out on me five years ago. And certainly not after your masterly trashing of my negotiations with the Celignians a year ago.” The friendly, bantering note was gone from Fairdane’s voice, replaced by a sharply bitter tone.


“You were treading on my turf and you know it. Did you think I’d let you take that deal away from me?” Calista was grateful for her rising anger. It provided far better protection from him than just exchanging insults.


“You—” Fairdane broke off abruptly, clearly struggling to regain control of his rising temper.


He took a deep breath, which swelled his chest to disconcertingly impressive proportions, then exhaled loudly. “I’m warning you, Calista. Don’t think you can pull something like that with the Kartanese. You’re not getting that trade rep position, no matter what dirty tricks you dream up to use against me.”


“Oho! So you think the Dorinor’s dumb enough to name you as rep, instead? Well let me tell you—”


Fairdane didn’t give her a chance to tell him anything. The view screen went blank and although Calista pounded furiously on the send button, insistently demanding he reopen the channel, he refused to answer her signal.


With one last, frustrated thump on the comm panel, Calista sank back in the pilot’s chair. She’d always known it: The fates didn’t play fair. Certainly not with her. If they had, they would never have brought Fairdane into her life. Or they would at least have ensured that once free of him, she’d never again have had to deal with that obnoxious male.


Instead, with a perversity worthy of a Magorian hog, he kept thrusting himself into her life. He’d crossed her path three times since she’d left him, and he’d won in two of those three encounters.


Well, not this time. Not if it took the last ounce of guile she possessed. She’d fight dirty if she had to. He certainly did, whether he had to or not.


Calista shut her eyes and leaned her head wearily against the chair. They’d spent five minutes talking—all right, fighting—and she felt as exhausted as if she’d just spent the day battling space pirates trying to steal her cargo.


Worse, her body still ached with the intense and disturbing physical need the sight of him always roused in her.


It wasn’t fair, damn it. It just wasn’t fair. You’d think after five years she could forget how good it had been to make love to him, and to have him make love to her.


Surely she ought to be grateful for the return of her privacy and her independence, things she’d treasured ever since her escape from the slave quarters on Andrus at the age of fourteen and sworn never to give up for anyone, ever. Yet Calista still found herself—far too often for her peace of mind—wishing he were there on the ship with her. She didn’t even want him by her side, necessarily. It would have been enough just to know he was there.


Without him, the ship sometimes seemed so… so empty. And that was crazy.


From the time she’d won her first small scout ship off a drunken miner in a game of bakal when she was nineteen until she’d had the misfortune to get involved with Fairdane six years later, Calista had treasured the privacy that was hers and hers alone. But then she’d made the mistake of taking him on for that deal with the Andorians, who refused to deal with the female of any species. Four weeks later they’d each had more money than they knew what to do with and, in a riotous celebration, had somehow ended up in bed together.


She still couldn’t face a glass of draknir without an unpleasant queasiness twisting her stomach.


Even after they’d both recovered from their massive hangovers, when her brain should have been working a little better than it obviously had, it had seemed like a good idea for Fairdane to remain on the ship.


With a grimace, Calista recalled her solemn, carefully-reasoned, and totally insane efforts to justify him staying. There might be other chances for a deal with someone like the Andorians, she’d assured him. Two heads were certainly better than one, he’d agreed with equal solemnity. Combining their trading talents just made sense, they’d both said. After all, hadn’t they each made more money on that last negotiation than either of them could have made working alone?


Calista sighed and forced her eyes open. Even now, when she could happily contemplate the possibility of blowing his ship out of the sky if given half a chance, she had to admit that their partnership had worked, at least for the first year or so.


But being good together in bed wasn’t enough. Neither was making money, though she would have put up with a Toregan toad, warts and all, if the relationship could have been as profitable as hers and Fairdane’s had been.


The problem was, the man had come to think he owned her. He’d tried to tell her what to do, how to do it, and when. He’d decided she needed protection, and had irritated her to her soul by his constant hovering when they were on a dangerous planet. He’d even had the gall to trick her so that she missed the chance to obtain a trade agreement with the people of the Utali star system. All because the Utalis collected women for their harems—or so he’d said.


The final straw had come when he’d humiliated her in front of other traders by telling her he wouldn’t allow her to deal with the Zogret. Too dangerous, he’d said. They couldn’t be trusted if you were nose to snout with them.


She’d dumped an entire pitcher of ale over his head, tipped his plate of fried gosaak in his lap, and left. She never had found out if he’d picked up all his possessions, which she’d summarily shoved out the airlock into orbit the minute she’d returned to the Independence.


No one had the right to tell her what to do. Not any more.


Calista pushed herself up out of the chair. A shower—a nice, long, cold shower—would feel good right now. She glanced at the blank comm screen and the instruments that told her the Fair Trade was still there. Almost within transport range… if she’d been interested.


Which, of course, she wasn’t.


Fairdane had been wrong in any case, Calista thought. She’d made a considerable profit with the Zogret, and the phaser burn she’d received as she left had been worth it. Most traders never made it off planet at all.
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So he still wanted her.


Rhys glared at the hard, aching evidence of his desire and silently cursed the unreasonable fate that had tied him, against his will and better judgment, to a woman who seemed determined to drive him mad.


It had been five years. That should have been more than long enough to have forgotten her, forgotten the feel and taste and smell of her.


It wasn’t.


Often, in the long, lonely hours of the night onboard ship, he’d lie awake thinking of her, wanting her, remembering all the times she’d shared the night with him, all the dark hours that had flared to brilliant light with the passion of their joining.


He could remember the sweat-slicked texture of her skin as they’d lain together afterwards. He could see the blue of her eyes glinting through the thick, dark lashes, taste her swollen lips, caress the tangled, golden mane spread across the pillows.


 Rhys sighed, then shifted uncomfortably on the pilot’s chair. Even the damp towel flung across his lap was insufficient to quench the heat of his skin or hide the physical evidence of his need.


Would he ever stop wanting her? Stop thinking of her?


It wasn’t just the nights that returned to mock him. He still found himself glancing up from his work, expecting to hear her footsteps in the passages or her muttering to herself as she worked. In the months they’d been together, she had become a part of his life, a part of his being as no other woman he’d ever known had been.


Yet she was so damned serious, so intense. There was a vast capacity for laughter and joy hidden beneath the hard shell she’d built around her emotions, but she’d rarely ever allowed that side of her to show, even with him.


He’d never understood why she kept that part of her so well hidden. For himself, he’d learned long ago that laughter and a flippant, easygoing manner were the best disguises for one’s true feelings. If you never revealed that something mattered, then no one ever bothered trying to take that something away.


It was a lesson Calista should have learned.


Rhys’ fingers tightened around the padded arms of the pilot’s chair, digging deep into the pliant fabric.


His glance slid to one of the view screens. A brilliant blue and green and white orb seemed to float there, slowly spinning against the infinite dark of space. It was a planet of the Kartanese system—not the second planet he was orbiting now, but the third. A precious jewel shaped of teeming oceans and rich, fertile lands that had never known the hand of man. Or that of any other intelligent creature, for that matter.


But just because it was uninhabited didn’t mean it was unclaimed. By Imperial law, the third planet belonged to the Kartanese, the huge, dragon-like creatures who occupied the desert world below him.


With other species, he might have negotiated for the right to colonize the third planet. The Kartanese, however, were famous for their distaste for contact with other races. And as the Empire’s only producers of the costly and coveted saitha silk, they were far too wealthy to be tempted by the relatively paltry sums he could offer.


But if he could use the position of trade rep to his advantage, then maybe, just maybe…


A muscle in Rhys’ cheek jumped as he set his jaw.


He wouldn’t let Calista have the position. He couldn’t let her have it. All she wanted was the profits from the silk trade, but his goal was far more important than mere money.


He’d sought this world, or one like it, for so long that he’d come close to believing it would never be anything but a dream, a tempting, eternally elusive dream he would chase forever—alone.


Only once had he dared hope that he might, at last, have found someone to share that dream.


Once had been more than enough. Never again would he allow himself to care that much, to need someone that badly. Never.


Rhys angrily flung the towel aside and stood.


No matter that the golden-haired witch had  reappeared in his life, and at such an inopportune moment. No matter that just the sight of Calista was enough to heat his blood and make him ache with the wanting of her.


She wouldn’t disrupt his life as she had five years before.


He would never give her the chance.
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“Master.” The worker prostrated itself on the floor, not an easy task for a heavy-bodied creature with thick, clumsy legs. Even though it was the chief of the thousands of workers so carefully tending the precious eggs, its words were scarcely distinguishable because its pale, round face was rubbing the paving stones.


“I have come as you bid me, O Great One. My life is the life of Karta, my soul your servant so long as breath is in my body and—”


“Yes, yes, I’m sure you’re doing a superb job, but that’s not why I called you here.” The Dorinor, regally seated on his haunches with his wings folded and his tail wrapped around him, gestured impatiently with one clawed forefoot.


“As you say, Master,” the worker said, scrambling to its feet. It tucked its own two hands into the heavy pouch that hung from a belt around its waist and bowed deeply. In the dim light of the chamber, its pale gray fur showed eerily white. “I serve you and yours to—”


Before the worker could get into full swing, the Dorinor interrupted again. “Over a full cycle of the sun has passed since you installed the equipment. Is it working as we’d hoped? Will you be able to open the new caves this year?”


The worker flushed, a sure sign of nervous fear. “No, Master,” it said, much more hesitantly than it had rattled through the traditional salutations. “The equipment seems……adequate, but that is all.” The exterior of the pouch bulged as the worker wrung its hands. As if seeking assistance, it glanced at the Dorinor’s silent companion, but no help was offered from that direction.


“If that’s true, why didn’t you let us know sooner? Why have you made me call you from your work when you could have—” The Dorinor’s shrill, clicking tirade stopped abruptly when his companion intervened.


“It is only a worker, Master, and does not know any better,” the companion said soothingly. “The fault is ours for not asking. You cannot blame a worker for being what it is.”


With a chittering sigh, the Dorinor sank back onto his stone platform. “You’re right, of course, Karnor. You usually are. If only…” His head wobbled with frustration on his long neck. “But times change and so must we.”


He rolled one golden eye at the trembling worker but when he spoke, his voice had lost its shrillness. “I know you and the other workers are doing the best you can,” he said slowly, “but in the future, I want your reports to include information on this new equipment and not just on the condition of the eggs. Do you understand?”


“Of course, Master,” the worker said, clearly relieved at the mildness of the rebuke. It bowed low once more. “We will do just as you order, Master. You may be sure of that. Your merest wish is our command, your commands a sacred charge that—”


“Yes, yes,” the Dorinor muttered impatiently. This time, both forefeet came up to indicate the worker was dismissed.


Once the worker had bowed its way out of the chamber, the Dorinor focused his glowing eyes on Karnor. “Have we made a mistake, old friend? Should we even have tried these off-world abominations the strangers call machinery? Are the gods expressing their displeasure at our choice?”


Karnor used one forefoot to scratch the thick, black hair on his abdomen while he considered the question. “Did we have a choice?” he asked at last, sadly. “The gods seemed none too pleased before or they would not have allowed the changes in the sacred caves. Perhaps we simply chose the wrong machinery.”


“Or the wrong representative. What do you think? Will these two new strangers serve us better than the last one did?”


Karnor’s mouth wrinkled in distress. “I certainly hope so,” he said plaintively. “The last one failed us completely. And he tasted so bad. All that fat! I know my duty, but I really don’t want to be forced to eat these two, as well. I’m not sure my stomach could handle it.”


The Dorinor nodded and clicked his teeth in distaste. “I couldn’t agree more, though you’ll remember I did warn you to remove those artificial skins they wear, first.”


Silence fell as the Dorinor, too, scratched his abdomen in perplexed thought. “They’re most unpleasant creatures, but we need their services and they seem ready to do our bidding in exchange for the right to sell the fibers.” His tail twitched. “Odd how the strangers crave the fibers. Larr swears it is because they like the color, but I find that difficult to believe. Yet why else would they pay so much for something of so little value?”


A second hand joined the first in its scratching. “Even this concept of payment I find very difficult to understand. Larr says they have no workers and so must have other creatures make the things they need. It doesn’t sound like a very sensible way to organize matters.”


“The strangers don’t seem very sensible under any circumstances.” Karnor drummed his claws on the edge of the Dorinor’s platform. “And now, by selling the fibers and buying their machinery, we begin to adopt their ways, too.”


“Perhaps these new strangers will find the solutions we seek.” The Dorinor’s words were optimistic. The tone of his voice was not.


“I hope Larr is right about these new strangers.” Karnor grimaced. “I really don’t think my digestion could handle two.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


— CHAPTER 2 —


 


The heat was appalling and the earth beneath Calista’s feet was little more than ash, every trace of moisture long ago baked out by the relentless sun that dominated the steely sky of Karta.


Slowly Calista pivoted on her heel, studying the forbidding gray rock that loomed like prison walls on all sides. If she hadn’t checked, then double-checked the coordinates Larr had given her, she’d be tempted to beam back to her ship. The place was hardly auspicious for her first face-to-face meeting with the Dorinor’s personal representative, but the site was his choice, not hers, and she would have put up with a lot more discomfort for the chance to be named trade representative.


Calista squinted against the heat and light, trying to picture the Kartanese here in their native setting. The few info-tapes she’d found had been of poor quality, but she had no difficulty in imagining one of the great creatures shown on the tapes soaring above the barren rock, its huge wings outstretched to catch each updraft, it massive body and long neck and tail strangely graceful in the hot, gray vault of sky.


What she couldn’t imagine, however, was how such a creature could ever have created saitha silk, the extraordinary fabric that was the sole export of Karta and one of the most coveted—and costly—commodities in the galaxy.


She’d had the chance, once, to touch a scrap of the silk. Even now Calista could remember the energy that had flowed through her fingers with that brief contact, the sense of well-being that had lingered for minutes afterwards. A few days of wearing a gown made of the silk was enough to temporarily restore lost youth to an aging matron, power and virility to a decrepit male. And constant use of the fabric added decades to the life of the wearer. It wasn’t hard to believe that people had killed for the chance to possess enough of the fabric to make a complete garment.


Now that trading in the silk was strictly controlled by Imperial decree, there wasn’t as much mayhem involved, but there was just as much profit. More, maybe. The Kartanese produced only a small quantity of silk every year, far less than the demand for it, and prices rose steadily.


Since the Kartanese themselves never went off planet, anyone lucky enough to be named trade rep could quickly—and very, very easily—make a fortune. Calista had calculated that a five percent commission with the Kartanese would earn her more in a year than she had earned in the ten years she’d been working as a trader.


Larr had promised her ten percent.


It was enough money to buy her freedom, the real freedom that for so long had been just beyond her reach.


Calista’s hands clenched into two fists. No one—and certainly not Fairdane—would take this chance from her. No one.


As though summoned by her thoughts, Rhys  materialized four feet away from her. At sight of her, he broke into a raffish grin.


“Red! How nice to see you again!”


“Don’t—”


“Call you Red. You’ve said that before.” His grin, if possible, stretched even wider. “It’s a habit I just can’t seem to break, but don’t get excited. Once the Dorinor names me rep—”


“There’s not a spacer’s chance in hell of that, Fairdane!” Calista resisted the urge to plant a fist in the middle of that smug smile, but it took an effort.


“Well, since this isn’t hell, despite the heat, that won’t matter much.” Rhys slowly turned on one heel, calmly surveying the area around them. “Nice place. If you’re a Kartanese. Myself, I prefer something a little greener.”


“Your preferences probably don’t interest the Dorinor much.” The insult was sadly flat, but Calista found herself incapable of anything more biting—she was too distracted by the clinging fit of Rhys’ protective black skin suit to concentrate.


It was downright impertinent of the man to wear a suit that highlighted every bone and powerful muscle in his body.


Impertinent, and damned irritating.


At the very least he could have worn an over-robe, as she had, which would have disguised the blatantly masculine lines of his body. But that would have been a demonstration of consideration, and being considerate wasn’t one of Rhys’ strong points—at any rate, not where she was concerned.


Rhys abruptly completed his inspection of the area around them and turned back to face her. To Calista’s chagrin, he caught her just as she was glaring at his firmly rounded posterior.


She flushed, which irritated her even more. If the man wanted to fight dirty, it was his choice. She wasn’t about to let him get the advantage right from the start.


“Hot, isn’t it?” she said, her gaze innocently fixed on the rocks fifteen feet behind Rhys’ shoulder. Calista lifted the collar of her over-robe and waved the fabric as though trying to fan herself. “I don’t think my suit’s working right. It’s not compensating for the robe.”


With a slight frown to show her annoyance with the improperly functioning suit, Calista slowly ran a finger down the front seam of the robe. The heavy blue fabric parted, revealing the glistening silver-blue fabric of the skin suit beneath.


“I told the computer a week ago to fix that clothing generator,” Calista complained, “but it doesn’t seem to have done any good. This skin suit was fresh this morning and it hasn’t even lasted a full day.”


She flapped the edges of the robe. Instead of stirring a cooling breeze, the motion simply served to drive more hot air up over her throat and face. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t about to stop yet. Her strategy was working too well.


Covertly, Calista watched Rhys. The trader’s eyes were glued to the opening of her robe and to the brief, tantalizing glimpses she was providing of her own shapely body in its skin-tight suit.


With Rhys’s darkly tanned skin it was hard to tell, but she could have sworn he was flushed. Calista pushed her advantage.


“Do you think Larr or one of the Kartanese will show up soon?” Calista dropped one edge of her robe, carefully letting it fall to the side so the curve of her breast was outlined against the dark fabric. She tugged at the round collar of her suit. “If we don’t get out of this heat soon, I’m going to have to transport back to my ship and change.”


“Why don’t you do that? Then when our escorts arrive I’ll just tell them you’ve decided to drop out of the deal.” Rhys’s taunt would have had more effect if it hadn’t been for the hoarse, slightly breathless catch in his voice.


“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Calista glanced up, but Rhys wasn’t looking at her face. His gaze was firmly fixed on her fingers, tugging at her collar, and on the silver-blue sheen of her suit where it stretched over the full curves of her breasts.


“Yes, I’d like that.” His words came out in an even hoarser, scarcely audible whisper.


Calista ran her finger a few inches down the invisible center seam of her suit. The fabric, released from the stress of conforming to her body, immediately pulled apart to reveal the soft white skin beneath.


“Well, I wouldn’t.” To hide her satisfaction at Rhys’s completely involuntary intake of breath, Calista put a bite in her words. “I’d rather stand in this heat stark naked than—”


“Stark naked!” Rhys’s head snapped up.


For an instant—an all too brief but very satisfactory instant—his mouth gaped and his eyes glazed over with the sudden heat of his desire. Then his eyes flashed, hard and black, and his mouth snapped shut with an audible pop.


“Why, you…” Three swift strides brought him to within inches of her.


In spite of herself, Calista flinched at the almost palpable wave of anger that emanated from him. Her hand froze in the act of opening the seam farther.


“Go ahead, Calista. Open your suit. Let the air dry your skin. Maybe the Kartanese will give you a discount on some saitha silk, as long as you’re here.”


Calista closed her suit with an angry, upward jerk of her hand. “I won’t need discounts, Fairdane, since I’ll be the rep. And if you think—”


The sound of footsteps on stone interrupted her. As one, Calista and Rhys whirled about to confront the new arrival.


Arrivals, Calista amended silently. The boots of the tall man at the head of the approaching delegation crunched on the hard, rocky soil. The two creatures slightly behind and on either side of him made no sound at all.


The info-tapes hadn’t prepared Calista for the Kartanese in person. They were huge, yet their four claw-footed legs carried them easily and totally silently over the rocks. Their bodies, with the exception of the long tails curled over their backs and the wings furled at their sides, were covered with what looked like thick, coarse black hair that reflected iridescent hues of blue and purple and green in the harsh sunlight.


But it was their eyes that held Calista fascinated. They were like multi-colored gems, glittering in the light. The brilliant orbs gave the creatures a clear view on all sides and behind them. Right now, they were focused squarely on Calista and Rhys.


The Kartanese halted fifteen feet away from them, but the creatures were so tall that when they bent forward and stretched out their long, graceful necks, their heads were only inches from Calista.


Fascinated, Calista found herself staring, transfixed, at the beast on her right. After a moment of her intense scrutiny, the Kartanese blinked, then retreated, drawing its neck in and straightening so its head was at least six feet above hers. From that position of advantage it tucked in its chin and stared silently down at her, a thoroughly magnificent, intimidating creature.


“Welcome, Traders.”


Calista jumped. She’d forgotten the man leading the two Kartanese. He shouldn’t have reminded her. She had a bone or three to pick with him.


“You’ve got your nerve, Larr,” she began, glaring up at him. “What do you mean—”


“I trust you both had a safe journey.” If Calista’s heated greeting irritated him, Larr’s bland smile gave no hint of it.


“The emphasis should be on the word ‘both,’ Larr.” Rhys’s words were far calmer than Calista’s, but they carried the same message.


“Ah, yes.” Again Larr smiled. “That will be explained in due time. Meanwhile, the Dorinor awaits us. If you’ll follow me?”


Without waiting for their response, Larr turned and retraced his steps. The two Kartanese remained unmoving, their gaze fixed on Rhys and Calista.


For an instant, Calista hesitated, irritated by Larr’s arrogant assumption that she would follow him rather than demand the explanation she wanted.


“Shall we?” Rhys was watching her, one eyebrow raised in inquiry. “I’d say, ladies first, but I doubt you’d appreciate the gesture.”


“Don’t pretend to be the gentleman, Fairdane,” Calista snapped.


One corner of Rhys’s mouth twitched in irritation. “At least you’ll never pretend to be a lady, Red.”


“You got that right.” Calista swept in front of Rhys, her long robe billowing about her legs, and headed after Larr. Behind her, she could hear Rhys’s footsteps on the gravel.


She wasn’t aware the Kartanese had moved until the shadow of one’s head and neck swung across the path. Calista glanced up, startled to find the creatures were now flanking them. She hadn’t heard even the slightest roll of a pebble under their feet.


A few minutes walking brought them to a narrow defile between the cliffs. Larr led them around an outcrop of gray stone and through an enormous, arching entrance that must once have been a natural tunnel into the rock. At some time in the distant past it had been carefully reshaped into a semi-circular passage. The entrance was more than large enough for the two Kartanese to enter, side by side. It dwarfed the three humans.


A hundred feet in, the tunnel came to an abrupt end. A dozen smaller tunnels, each just large enough to accommodate an individual Kartanese, showed black against the dark stone.


At the entrance to the fourth tunnel on the left, Larr halted and turned to face Calista and Rhys. His thin, sharp-featured face showed palely in the dim light.


“This passage will take us to the Dorinor’s chamber. Before we enter, are either of you carrying weapons of any kind?” he asked.


“You told us to come unarmed, Larr.” Calista’s words were sharp, impatient. She wasn’t about to tell him about the long, slender strip of plasteel that lay just beneath the seam of her left sleeve, or the superfine length of wire woven around the neck of her robe. Neither was detectable by any but the most sophisticated of modern equipment.


The plasteel, scarcely more than a millimeter thick, made a lethal weapon. Wielded by a trained fighter, it could slice through hide and muscle with ease. Calista had learned to use it when she was scarcely ten years old. The wire with its multitude of uses had more than once been handy in a tight spot.


She’d carried weapons like them for years—a trader never knew when that extra bit of protection might mean the difference between living and dying.


“No weapons at all?” Larr’s left eyebrow raised in query. Neither Calista nor Rhys responded. “You surprise me.”


Rhys shrugged. “And you told us—me, at least—to come unarmed, Larr. Let’s get on with it.”


“It’s gratifying to find you both so…compliant.”


Larr bent slightly to stare directly at Calista. The bland smile with which he’d greeted them was back in place.


“If you wanted to chat, Larr, we could have done that much more comfortably on the Independence.” Calista peered past the Kartanese representative into the relatively cooler darkness of the tunnel beyond. “Do we have an appointment with the Dorinor or don’t we?”


Larr’s smile grew slightly wider but he said nothing. Instead, he turned and, picking up a glow-light from a shelf near the entrance, led the way into the tunnel.


The light didn’t do much more than illuminate the side of Larr’s robe. Ten steps into the tunnel and Calista found herself instinctively stretching out a hand in front of her to prevent a collision with any invisible obstacle. Another twenty steps or so and even the palest hint of sunlight from the tunnel’s opening had disappeared.


Without intending it, Calista found herself moving closer to the vague, black form of Rhys beside her. His masculine, well-muscled bulk was some small comfort, at least.


The comfort didn’t last for long.


With a roar that reverberated in the darkness, a Kartanese  filled the passageway before them.


At least, Calista assumed it filled the passageway.


All she could see were two glittering eyes and what seemed like a hundred huge, white, and very sharp teeth—no more than a foot in front of her.


“Run, Calista!”


Part of Calista’s view was blocked as Rhys threw himself between her and the Kartanese. Calista tugged the plasteel strip out of her sleeve and spun around.


Two more glittering eyes blocked the passage behind them. The second Kartanese gave a shrill hiss and opened its mouth to expose a set of teeth that were, if anything, even bigger than its companion’s.


“We’re trapped!” Calista took two steps back and bumped into Rhys. She raised the plasteel, ready to defend herself against an attack she knew they couldn’t withstand.


“Enough!”


Larr’s voice, cutting through the dark, startled Calista. She’d forgotten him entirely. And what had happened to the glow-light?


As if in answer to her question, Larr  switched the light on. This time, its glow illuminated the passage completely.


But even that wasn’t sufficient to make the Kartanese looming in front of her any less intimidating. It hissed again and opened its mouth wider, exposing a dozen more razor-sharp teeth.


In spite of herself, Calista shrank back, grateful for the bulk of Rhys behind her. From the strung tension that held his body rigid, she guessed he wasn’t any happier about his view.


“Tsk, tsk, tsk.” Larr stepped away from the wall of the tunnel, gravely shaking his head. He bent to study Calista’s weapon. “And you said you weren’t armed.”


Calista’s fingers tightened around the plasteel’s narrow handle. All it needed was one quick flick of her wrist to put an end to that smug smile.


“Did you arrange this for our entertainment, Larr?” Rhys’s voice was only slightly less cutting than the plasteel he held.


“I didn’t have to, Trader. There are Kartanese guards like this one posted in every tunnel leading into the caves.” Larr didn’t even glance at the creature blocking the passageway before them.


“Not to mention the secure-detects you’ve mounted along here.” Calista forced a note of disdain in her voice.


Larr grinned. “There is no equipment here, Trader. None.”


“Then how did the Kartanese know we were still carrying weapons?” Rhys demanded.


“The guard sensed them.” Larr gestured toward the Kartanese that had originally attacked them.


“That’s ridiculous! Even the most delicate sensors have trouble detecting plasteel,” Calista protested.


Larr shrugged. “Don’t ask me how they do it. Perhaps they’re psychic. But I assure you, the guard knew you were armed.”


“You knew we were.” Calista wasn’t guessing.


“Let us say, I assumed you were. Most traders are.”


“Nothing quite like being proved right, is there, Larr?” Rhys tossed his plasteel against the far wall of the tunnel.


Calista hesitated for an instant, then flung her weapon after Rhys’s. “Satisfied, Larr?” She took two steps forward, only to be drawn up short when the guard hissed rather nastily and swung its head down, teeth bared, to within inches of her face.


This time Larr laughed outright. “I will be when you drop your other weapons, as well.”


The man would have been struck dead on the spot if Calista could have put some physical punch behind her glance. Briefly—very briefly—she considered refusing, but another menacing hiss convinced her otherwise.


Without taking her eyes off Larr, Calista tugged the wire free and tossed it after the plasteel.


“Satisfied now?” she demanded. Bereft of her weapons, she felt more exposed than she would have if she were totally naked.


Larr turned toward Rhys. “And you, Trader?”


Clearly annoyed, Rhys slid a second plasteel from his sleeve, then bent and tugged a third from the inside seam on the leg of his skin suit.


Calista’s eyebrows raised. What had he planned to do with three of the things, for star’s sake?


“Let’s get on with this, Larr,” Rhys snarled, tossing his weapons on the small but growing pile at the side of the tunnel. “I’m not finding this very amusing.”


Rhys stepped forward to glare at the Kartanese blocking their path. The guard hesitated. It stared at Rhys, hissing softly, then reluctantly backed into an enormous niche cut into the wall. Once settled in its guard post, the creature was nearly indistinguishable from the black rock of the tunnel itself. Only its eyes and the small, irritated hiss it made as they went past revealed its existence.


The going was easier now that Larr had turned the glow-light up. As they moved deeper into the hillside, they began passing numerous cross tunnels. Each had walls and floors worn as smooth as the tunnel they followed, as though countless generations of Kartanese had polished the rock in their passing.


Bereft of her weapons, Calista tried to stay alert to possible dangers but found her senses determined to play her false.


She strained her ears to catch any hint of Kartanese approaching from the cross tunnels but all she heard was the firm scrunch of stone with each step Fairdane took. She strained her eyes to peer into the darkened passages, trying to see beyond Larr’s glow-light, but it was Fairdane who filled her vision.


Why had he thrown himself between her and the Kartanese guard? He owed her nothing and she’d made it clear she wanted nothing from him. So why risk himself for her? What possible motive could he have had?


The answer was, of course, none. And that bothered her even more.


More than three feet separated them, yet Calista would have sworn his arm brushed against hers, would have sworn it was his breath and not just the faint movement of the air in the passage that slid down her cheek and jaw and throat.


And with each step she took, every foot they progressed deeper into the Kartanese caves, her anger at the man grew. She refused even to consider that anger was a far safer emotion than the others that tugged at the edges of her consciousness.


What right did he have to come back into her life? Especially now? What had he expected to gain by showing up in that damned skin suit? Did he think she was some simple-minded female incapable of controlling herself at the sight of a well-built male body?


And he shouldn’t have jumped in like that, as if she weren’t completely capable of defending herself. Just who did he think he was?


The man was an arrogant, swaggering…man, that’s what he was. She’d spend the rest of her life cleaning garbage scows before she’d let him take this chance to be trade rep from her.


Rhys was finding that Calista’s silence worried him a whole lot more than her verbal barbs. At least when she was snapping at him he knew what she was thinking about. This way…


Rhys’s jaw set. It didn’t matter what she was thinking. He was going to be trade rep and that’s all there was to it. The fortune the position would bring him could make an enormous difference—to his mother, to Glynna. To all of them. Not the wildest, most convoluted machinations of which Calista was capable would succeed in winning her the position that was already his.


But why had Larr asked both of them in the first place? Rhys eyed the tall, slender form of the Dorinor’s personal rep with misgivings. He’d worried that problem ever since the Independence had dropped into orbit beside him, and he was no closer to an answer now than he had been then. Larr must know that he and Calista hadn’t worked together for years. Had to know it. So why were they both here?


Rhys wasn’t any closer to an answer by the time their small party emerged from the tunnel onto a stone ramp. The ramp led to the floor of a fair-sized cave illuminated by sunlight streaming through openings in the ceiling high above them.


He blinked, startled by the sudden transition from dark to relative brightness. He would have sworn they’d been moving deeper into the caves, but it seemed he was mistaken. Judging by the placement of the openings, the cave was situated somewhere on the hillside above the original entrance.


Despite being close to the surface, however, the cavern was as cool as the tunnels they’d just come from. Rhys had to admit, however, that “cool” on this planet of baked rock was definitely a relative term.


Without stopping to give their eyes a chance to adjust to the increased light, Larr started down the ramp ahead of them. For an instant, Rhys hesitated, unwilling to move forward until he could see more clearly. A sharp, warning hiss from one of the Kartanese behind him convinced him of the wisdom of going on, anyway.


Before he could take one step, Calista swept in front of him, head high. Irritated, Rhys came very close to grabbing her and pulling her back beside him. He stopped himself at the last moment.


 She was going to play that game, was she? She’d pulled the same sort of stunt before. Pushing in every chance she got, elbowing him aside, speaking before he’d had a chance to open his mouth. There were times that strategy had worked very well.


It wasn’t going to work this time.


The thing was, he couldn’t beat her by playing her game with her rules.


Ignoring the two impatient Kartanese following hard on his heels, Rhys moved down the ramp and across the expanse of worn stone floor in a slow, arrogant swagger. He could think of nothing better calculated to annoy Calista and incite her to lose her temper than to feign a nonchalance he was far from feeling.


As he crossed the cave, Rhys strained to see beyond the shafts of light into the shadows beyond, into the dark where the Dorinor must surely be. Yet each time he glanced to one side or the other, his gaze was drawn back to the sight of Calista passing through the golden light, her hair a luminous aureole about her.


She was…beautiful. Exquisite.


It made him mad as hell that, without trying, she was still capable of driving every thought out of his head but those of her.


With a growl of disgust, Rhys forced his attention back to the matter at hand. He couldn’t afford to lose the position of trade rep. He couldn’t stand to lose it to Calista.


In front of them, Larr came to an abrupt halt at the edge of the shadows that engulfed the far edge of the chamber. Calista stopped two feet from Larr. Rhys pushed his way between them, blatantly ignoring Calista’s angry glance.


For a moment, Rhys was blind, the shadows a vague wall of black after the pale sunlight that filled the rest of the cavern. Then the shadows took on form and Rhys blinked, startled. The Dorinor was larger than the Kartanese guards that had accompanied Larr. Even seated—or was the proper word reclining?—on a low platform, the creature towered over the three humans before it.


“Welcome, strangers.”


The translator behind Rhys’s left ear changed the Dorinor’s rasping sibilants into an approximation of human speech. Odd that the device had made no effort to translate the guards’ hisses. Threats obviously came across clearly no matter how they were presented.


“Greetings, Excellency.” Calista was first to speak.


“Excellency.” Rhys nodded politely in greeting. He’d barely stopped himself from glowering at Calista.


The Dorinor’s head swung down so its—his? hers? Rhys couldn’t decide and the info tapes had given no clue to the Dorinor’s sex—eyes were on a level with theirs. Without speaking, it studied first Calista, then Rhys, then Calista again.


“You are the male,” it said at last, its gaze on Rhys.


“Yes, Excellency.” Rhys couldn’t help blinking in surprise. Whatever opening he’d expected, it certainly wasn’t this.


“And you are the female,” the Dorinor said, turning toward Calista.


“Of course!” The question clearly irritated Calista, but she added, more calmly this time, “You’re quite right, Excellency.”


“Ah.” The Dorinor’s head swung up and back. The creature straightened, then stared at the two of them while slowly scratching its belly. “Larr was right, Karnor,” it said to the silent Kartanese sitting on a second, lower platform to the side. “They do send their females out.”


He, then. The Dorinor was a male. Out of the corner of his eye, Rhys studied Larr. The man remained unmoving, expressionless. After all these years, he was probably accustomed to being talked about as though he weren’t present. But then, a man could put up with a lot if it meant earning the kind of profits being the Dorinor’s personal representative must surely bring.


“Have you known each other long?” the Dorinor asked, swinging back to Calista and Rhys.


“Well, we—” Calista began


“I knew her in a very ancient sense of that word several years ago, but I don’t think I ever figured her out.” Rhys felt a twinge of satisfaction. His use of archaic references irritated the very devil out of Calista. She probably wasn’t familiar with the expression, but that wouldn’t stop her from suspecting him of the worst.


“We’ve worked together before,” Calista admitted, keeping her gaze firmly fixed on the Dorinor. “However—”


“I prefer to work alone,” Rhys interjected smoothly. It was his turn to reject her. He’d waited five years and he’d never have a better chance.


Calista’s head snapped around. Rhys watched her struggle to bite back the angry retort hovering on her lips.


“We have very different styles of working,” he added, turning back to the Dorinor.


“That’s right.” Calista’s effort to restrain her temper showed in the quivering tension in her voice. “I think you will find that I’m able to deal with even the most difficult customers, Excellency. A successful trader has to be willing to take chances, and I’ve been very successful.”


“On the other hand, long term profits require a good working relationship between trader and client.” A successful trader also didn’t let the competition get the upper hand in negotiations, but Rhys wasn’t going to mention that to the Dorinor. “I’m still working with my first customers, Excellency. There aren’t many traders who can say the same.”


“You have to grow, Excellency, if you’re to stay profitable.” From the cool, reasoned tone, Calista had her temper back under control. At least for now. “There are so many opportunities, so many—”


“Yes, yes. I understand what you are saying,” the Dorinor broke in, seemingly irritated at the rapid fire exchange. He paused, his gaze roaming over the three humans standing before him, then mumbled in what must have been the Kartanese version of an undertone, “At least, I think I do.”


The translator could only reproduce words, not emotions, but Rhys could have sworn he detected a note of puzzlement in the Dorinor’s voice.


“In any case,” the creature continued before either Rhys or Calista could interrupt, “Larr has explained the differences in your methods of operation.” The great head nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “It pleases me to know that, even as humans, you understand the gods assign a task to each individual, a role no other can fill. It is best so.”


The Dorinor once more brought his head down to Rhys and Calista’s level. For what seemed an eternity he studied them, then nodded again, once, twice. “Larr was right.”


“What do you mean, Excellency?”


Trust Calista not to be able to keep silent for very long, Rhys thought. He wasn’t sure exactly what the Dorinor intended, but based on the creature’s comments, he had his suspicions and he didn’t like them. Not one little bit.


“What do I mean?” The Dorinor seemed surprised that Calista should ask. “I mean that you two will serve us well, working together as trade representative for Karta.”


 



 


 


 


 


 


 


— CHAPTER 3 —


 


“No! No way. Absolutely not. Never. Under no conditions. I will not work with you, Fairdane!”


Rhys settled deeper into his seat and glared across the table at the angry woman seated on the other side. In spite of himself, he couldn’t prevent the small twitch of amusement tugging at the corner of his mouth. Calista always looked gorgeous when she was mad. It was, he supposed, the result of the icy fire it brought into her blue eyes.


“That’s the trouble with you, Red,” he said at last. “You’re always so wishy-washy in your opinions.”


Her lips gave an answering twitch, but there wasn’t a speck of amusement in the expression. “Did you expect I’d leap on the deal with a cry of joy? I’m going to be the trade rep, Fairdane, and you are not going to be my partner.”


“You’re partially right, anyway. I’m not going to be your partner. But it seems to me we might discuss some alternatives in light of the Dorinor’s little bombshell.”


“I don’t know what kind of sneaky deal you hatched with Larr—”


“Larr offered me the position,” Rhys snapped, irritated. “He sure as hell didn’t say a word about you being in on the deal, so I don’t know what kind of underhanded tricks you—”


“Tricks! You talk about tricks?” Calista slapped her palm against the tabletop, then shoved her chair back and stood up abruptly. “If ever there was a master of trickery, it’s you, Fairdane. But regardless of what you’re up to, there’s no way I’ll let you get away with stealing this deal from me.”


“I’m not stealing the deal from you. It was never yours to begin with. It’s mine, and inviting me up to your ship to discuss the matter was a waste of time.”


“Then why did you accept my invitation, Fairdane? Did you make the mistake of thinking I’d give in to your wiles? Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to when you put on that oh-so-charming smile and that smooth manner. It doesn’t fool me and—”


The communications panel chimed, interrupting her. She glanced toward the panel in irritation, then back at him, clearly debating whether to continue her tirade or answer the incoming call. Since there wasn’t anyone else in the sector who would be calling them except Larr, the decision was easy. Calista threw him one quick glance that carried a warning Rhys had every intention of ignoring, then stalked across the room to key the comm panel to respond.


In spite of his irritation at her arrogant assumption that he’d give in to her, Rhys couldn’t help watching Calista. It would have been impossible not to. The silver-blue skin suit she wore displayed her slender, delectable body in thoroughly distracting detail.


The minute they’d beamed onboard her ship, she’d slipped the over robe she’d worn off her shoulders, letting it fall in a puddle of color at her feet while she calmly stepped out of it and led the way to this meeting room. From the casual way she’d completed the maneuver, Rhys had no doubt she’d planned it carefully, and all for his benefit. It was her method, he supposed, of exacting revenge for his own blatant display with his black suit.


Rhys shifted uncomfortably on his chair. He could only hope his efforts at annoying her had been as effective as hers had been at distracting him. His suit was becoming uncomfortably strained—at least in spots. He casually leaned back and propped a foot on the chair next to him, grateful that the table was between him and Calista, hiding the proof that her tactics were as successful as she’d undoubtedly hoped.


Calista stepped back just as the comm screen cleared to reveal Larr’s smooth, handsome features. From the tension Rhys could see in her shoulders, it was clear she wasn’t any happier about the interruption than he was.


“How nice to hear from you, Larr,” Calista strolled back to the table, then propped herself on one corner in a graceful, subtle display that wasn’t lost on Rhys, whatever Larr’s reaction. It was all Rhys could do to keep from scowling.


With an effort, he forced his features to assume an expression of polite blandness. He couldn’t use sex appeal in the negotiations like Calista, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a few advantages on his side. She was too passionate and quick-tempered to keep her emotions in control for long, and Rhys was fully prepared to use that weakness against her if he could.

