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His planet is his prison...and only she can set him free.

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 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 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 medieval 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. Previously published as Overlord by Samhain Publishing.
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Chapter One
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“Truth can build and destroy in the same breath.”


Planet Windmere, main compound, 2478



Blindfolded, gagged, shackled hand and foot, Remarkably Average Mary stood still as she listened to her captor.

His voice edged low, acerbic, mocking. “This bit of fluff forced the bounty hunter to bind, gag and blind?”

Another man answered, conciliatory yet condescending. “He had no choice, Commander.”

So far, that’s all anyone had called the man she’d been caught stealing from. The title didn’t narrow the field of who he might be. Lots of egotistical freaks liked to be called commander.

Sniffing deep, she got a curious whiff of old worn leather, lemon-oiled wood and her own body. Beyond that, the tang of metal and processed air. She heard machines throbbing, cycling, in the background as the two men discussed her.

Using all her honed senses, she counted four men aft; cotton, canvas and well-oiled guns, backed by heavy breathing. Definitely at least four men standing behind her, but she heard more people in the room. A big room, by the way sounds echoed.

She didn’t know what to expect, but prospects for her survival dimmed. When she felt fingers fumbling at her gag, she lashed out with her only weapon—teeth.

The probing hand retreated, removing her gag.

“If you attempt to bite me again, I’ll have your face shackled too,” Commander said. “Understand?”

Tilting her blindfolded head as if she could see him, she took back one of her best weapons—her mouth. “Stop sticking your hand in my face, and I won’t try to bite it.”

After a pause, he offered, “I could stuff the gag back in.”

She didn’t want that filthy rag back in her mouth. If she’d kept her trap shut, the bounty hunter wouldn’t have shoved the damn thing in her face in the first place.

“I’m going to remove your blindfold. No biting. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” she hissed. “I’m bound, not brainless, you jackass.”

After another long pause, he said, “Yes, Commander.”

She straightened and grinned. “Thanks for the promotion. I always wanted to be a commander.”

With a yank, her blindfold came away. She blinked as her eyes adjusted to bright light. She stood in an immense room filled with computers, operational panels, armed guards, and the most handsome man she’d ever seen in her life. Short and rather dull till now. Her life, not him. Commander—it could only be he—towered over her bound body. Red silk. Black leather. Seven solid feet of male.

Breathless, she gasped. “Oh-my-God.”

Her captor narrowed sparkling golden-brown eyes. “You will address me as Commander. Comprende?” Long, tall, firm and fit, he reclined against the edge of his mahogany desk, yet still seemed to threaten.

“Sí, señor.” She snickered with false bravado.

“Pardon me?” His cold tone reminded her that he could kill her with a snap of his fingers.

“Pardon me, Co-man-duuur.” When she bowed, her plastimetal shackles rubbed together with a musical sound.

“Maybe she’s too stupid to be afraid,” said a man with dusty blond hair and mossy-green eyes. He stood six and a half feet tall and weighed a good two-forty.

“Why should I be afraid of you?” Dismissing him before he could answer, she glared at her captor. “You’re obviously afraid of me.”

Commander tilted her a slight, sardonic smile filled with perfect teeth. “How do you figure that?”

“I’m the one shackled hand and foot with four guards on me.”

Unfurling like a great flag, Commander pushed away from the desk that dominated the middle of the room. Towering, bigger than any tree on Taiga, he smiled condescendingly down into her face. “I see I’m going to have to make it abundantly clear to you who’s in charge.”

She looked him over from his bare feet to his face. Only an idiot would doubt who stood in charge at the moment. She worked her exhausted body and her sleep-deprived brain into gear.

“What’re you going to do? Beat me up while I’m chained?” She inhaled, tasting the tang of his cologne. When she found the maddening scent distracting, she leaned back. “That really won’t impress your men. It wouldn’t impress me, either, but then again, my opinion of you couldn’t get much lower.”

A smile hinted about his face. “A bandit with a smart mouth.”

“I’m not a bandit.” She knew what she did and why. Glory to the cause overshadowed a vulgar truth.

“What would you call someone caught red-handed with a shipment of goods that didn’t belong to them?”

She touched her tongue to her lips. “Unlucky?”

One corner of his mouth pulled up in a quirky half grin. “Still makes you a bandit. An unlucky bandit, but a bandit nonetheless.” His penetrating gaze made her feel naked.

“I didn’t steal. I—liberated.” Reduced to arguing semantics, she looked away from him.

“A modern-day Robin Hood. Pray tell, good lady, why did you liberate my goods?”

She shut her mouth tight and scowled at his marble floor.

“I’ll make you a deal, Remarkably Average Mary.”

Suspicion narrowed her eyes and her scowl deepened. He mocked her, just like everyone else. If he thought she would live up to her nickname, he was fooling himself. And he had her permission to do so. “What deal?”

“My Runner told me he had a difficult time subduing you.” Graceful as a cat, he moved to stand close enough for her to touch. Clinging Dardinian silk and smoldering Byzantine leather echoed every part of a dangerous male body. He not only showed himself off with the most expensive fabrics in the Void, but he made it clear she would be an utter ass to challenge him physically. “The bounty hunter said you’re well versed in the forbidden arts.”

Karate, Tae Kwon Do, Jujitsu—she knew street fighting too. Hands, feet, teeth, whatever she had. Whatever it took. Just knowing how to fight could get her thrown in jail.

“So? Fighting isn’t a crime—oh, wait. Yes, it is. But so is possession of IWOG goods.” She sneered. “If you turn me in, you’ll have a lot more explaining to do than I will.”

“I have no intention of turning you in.” A dark challenge filled his gaze. “I’m going to unshackle you.”

Her mouth dropped open. He was going to let her go? Hope dried up as fast as it spurted. “Unshackle me and then what?”

“We fight.” He moved back to sit on the edge of his desk.

Incredulous, she gaped at him for several moments before her eyes narrowed. “Fight for what?”

“If you win, I set you free. If I win, you tell me why you were stealing my goods.”

A shiver of fear ran from the tips of her bound hands to the toes of her bound feet. He had a foot in height and at least a hundred pounds of muscle on her. Not only that, but he had a solid ton of armed guard in the room.

“You really want to fight me?” she asked.

“Afraid?”

Swallowing a lump in her throat, she lifted her chin. “For you, yes. I wouldn’t want to embarrass you in front of your men by kicking your ass.” Nothing like flaming arrogance to mask trembling fear.

He flashed her a wicked smile. “You’re mighty impressed with yourself.”

“Look who’s talking.” She rolled her eyes. “Do you think I believe for half a second you’ll actually keep your word?” She laughed in his face. “You’re as likely to set me free as you are to set fire to yourself.”

His eyes blazed brighter than a flash grenade.

“She’s sounding more and more like Kraft,” the dusty blond said.

“Who?” She glared at Commander. “Kraft? She the last woman you abducted?”

Commander pulled back ever so slightly, and she pounced.

“Is this how you get your jollies? Hiring Runners to bring you women to fight with?” She let out a long sigh. “You know, there are a lot of hobbies in this wide old Void. Since you seem to like spreading fertilizer, you and your pack of boot-licking toadies should try gardening.”

Commander smiled, but it looked forced. “Take my deal or not. Decide.”

She assessed him. Just because he was bigger didn’t mean he would automatically win. His cocky attitude could be an attempt to psych her out. What would her hero, and secret fantasy lover, Overlord, do in this situation?

Fight it out.

Even if Commander didn’t keep his word, she’d have one hell of a hold over him if she won. If being the operative word. If she won, she would grind her victory in his face until he became so disgusted he’d force her to leave.

“Deal.”

His guards didn’t even have to clear the floor space. She could hold a barn dance for the entire village of Pine Glenn with room to spare in his office. One of his men came forward to melt the plastimetal shackles off her wrists and ankles. Even though her hands and feet throbbed, she crouched into a fighting stance—feet shoulder-width apart, her arms up, open and ready.

“Take a moment to work out the kinks.” Commander watched her with amused eyes as he leaned against his desk. He didn’t even ready himself. He mocked her by observing her stance and deliberately relaxing his.

Using the moment to yank off her battered boots and ratty socks, she let her bare feet grip hard against the cool marble floor. Did he know that gave her a tremendous advantage? If he did, he didn’t seem to care.

“Mighty kind of you, considering I’ve been shackled for two days on your orders.” Maybe she could shame him out of an actual fight.

“Granted.” He acknowledged the truth of her dig. “You didn’t give the bounty hunter any other option.”

Smiling sweetly, she said, “Your Runner is lucky all he got was a knee in the nuts. If I’d had more leverage, I would’ve slammed his testicles straight up to his tonsils.”

A quickly stifled laugh sounded behind her as Commander’s intense gaze sharpened.

“Captive or no, I’m not a doormat. For anyone.” She settled into a fighting stance. “You want to fight me? Fine. You want to gear up first, or will you be wearing your fancy silk-and-leather threads?”

He laughed so hard he rolled back against his desk and clutched his sides. “You are worth every bit you’ve ever stolen from me and triple what I paid to bring you here.”

She wanted to sink into the floor. He laughed, like everyone. Who would take a woman nicknamed Remarkably Average Mary seriously? Imagining every nasty Pine Glenn inhabitant who’d ever flung the name at her, she squared her shoulders.

“Laugh all you want, but I swear I’ll pin you. F’idiot.”

“Explain to me that word.” He stopped laughing long enough to ask.

“F’idiot? F-ing idiot. Reverse contraction. You think I’m nothing? I’m not nothing. Laugh all you want, but we’ll see.” She knew he’d crush her, had not one doubt about it, but she’d make him earn it. “I’m not going down without a fight.”

“Indeed.” He considered her no more than an annoyance, a pesky no-see-um. He stepped toward her with aplomb, leaving his big body wide open for an attack. “Would you like a day of rest before we begin?”

She looked from his mighty bare feet to his massive bare hands. He could snap her like a twig. “Aren’t you the generous host?”

“If I am not, you will claim the fight unfair.”

“So you say.” Standing tall, she dropped her hands to her hips. “I think you’re afraid to fight me.” She couldn’t believe such blatant bullhocky had just come out of her own mouth.

With one long stride, he stood right in front of her and peered down into her face. “You know, we don’t have to fight at all.” He cupped her chin with a possessive hand.

When she felt herself melting into his touch, she knew she had to act. She stomped on his instep and rammed the heel of her hand hard into his chest. He let out a whoosh of air, then a gasp of pain as her palm blasted an inch shy of his solar plexus.

He crashed into the sharp corner of his important desk.

The massive chunk of mahogany screeched across the marble tiles, but kept him upright long enough for him to grab her shirt and yank her down with him.

She landed atop him.

Fumbling, she got her knees on his hands but didn’t have the leverage to keep him down. He rolled over, taking her with him in a tight bear hug. His body squashed her flat to the floor. She grabbed his hair but couldn’t get a solid purchase on the short, silky strands.

“I’ve got you pinned.” Commander grinned down at her, his face close enough to kiss.

“No, you don’t. ‘Sides, I pinned you first.” She smashed her hand up, below his chin, flipping his head back. Shoving against his chest, she wriggled out from under him and crawled away but didn’t get far.

He grabbed her ankle, yanked her flat and then flipped her over, landing her on her back with a thump that knocked the wind out of her.

Hand over hand, he dragged her body across the slick marble floor until he pinned her hands down with his knees and settled himself on her chest.

“A bandit who fights dirty. What a surprise.” He didn’t even breathe hard as he smiled down at her.

Unable to breathe at all, she struggled against a body hard as durosteel.

“Yield.”

“No!” What should have been a loud vocal belt of indignation came out as a pathetic squeak.

“I could sit here all day, Mary. Yield.”

She wanted to let fly a string of expletives, but she couldn’t get enough air. In the end, she nodded.

He got off her and offered her a hand up. She stood, grabbed his wrist, turned, but he’d expected her move. He twisted his body the same direction until he stood behind her.

Wrapping his arm around her neck, he squeezed.

Her vision swam gray. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, and blackness edged her consciousness.

“You’re good.” He released her and let her slump to the floor. “You’ve been studying fighting for what, five years?”

“Ten.” The one word came out in a squeaky, pained gasp. She’d studied the forbidden books but rarely had the opportunity to put her forbidden arts into actual practice. Just her luck to run into a man who put them into practice on a daily basis.

“Ten?” He sounded surprised. “I’ve been doing so for twenty.”

He offered her a hand up. She pushed it away and stood, brushing herself off. Not that a tumble on the pristine floor could do more damage to her battered clothes.

Commander shoved his desk back into place and settled into his chair behind it. From the way he moved, her blows hadn’t hurt him much, if at all.

“Now, tell me why you liberated my goods.”

“Those goods don’t belong to you any more than they belong to me.” Unwilling to meet his incisive gaze, she kept her attention on the gold-veined marble floor while using her peripheral vision to find the nearest exit. Over sixteen guards blocked her path to the ornate double-hung doors.

“I’m probably going to regret this, but how do you figure that?” Commander’s voice sounded like velvet-covered gravel, rumbling and smooth.

“You’re not a member of the InnerWorld Government,” she said. “You’re not IWOG.”

“No.”

“Those goods are.” She looked at him then, full in the face. “If I’m a bandit, so are you.”

“I never said I wasn’t.” He leaned back. “You’re the one who has a hard time admitting what you are, not me.”

“And just what are you, Co-man-dur? I don’t know any bandit with enough script to hire a triple-platinum Runner.”

“Let’s just say I’m a very successful bandit.”

“Yeah-huh. How good can you be when I’ve been picking your pockets for five years?”

Commander almost snarled as he gripped the edges of his desk. “You really think it’s wise to remind me of how long you’ve been a thorn in my side?”

She looked around his vast office. Wealth and power oozed from every corner. Holoplas screens for windows, banks of sensors, hand-carved mahogany furniture, gilded frames around genuine oil paintings, barely trod oriental rugs, and guards practically up her ass.

Pointedly, she asked, “How much of a thorn could I have been?” She eyed his guard and considered a blitz. If she could get her hands on a gun, she might be able to fight her way out.

As if he read her mind, Commander said, “Duster, give her your gun.”

With a grin, the dusty blond tossed her his rifle.

She caught and inspected the weapon. Slim-Shot Thirty with hollow-point ammunition—rounds designed for horrific destruction of human flesh. Coffin fillers. Too bad the goods she’d swiped from him had never included any of these.

She considered. Too easy. He wouldn’t just hand over her salvation like this. She inspected the grip of the gun more closely. “Smart guns.” Shaking her head, she tossed the rifle back to Duster. Handing her the weapon had been no more dangerous than handing her a pointed stick.

“Correct. Every weapon on my planet is smart. If you’re not authorized, it won’t operate.”

His planet? “I know what smart guns are.”

“Just wanted to clarify.”

“You mean rub it in.” She folded her arms.

“That too.” He leaned back in his chair with a smug smile on his arrogant face. “Nothing like having your ego taken down a notch. Or in your case, about two dozen.”

His comment stung and she blasted back, “At least I’m doing something with my life. I’m not sitting around a prissy office with a handful of boot-licking toadies doing my dirty work.”

She must have hit a nerve, because his jaw clenched so hard his face turned crimson. If he didn’t kill her, he’d kick her out. Most folks couldn’t stand her vicious tongue after five minutes.

“Mouthy little thing,” Duster said from behind her, his gun once again secure against his shoulder.

“I should have whacked you over the head with your rifle when I had the chance.”

“You’re not going to get the chance now.” Commander stood. “And, since you obviously have no intention of telling me who you’re working for or why, I’m going to have to keep you here until you do.”

He stepped around his desk and slipped a plastimetal bracelet on her wrist. Once her flesh warmed the cool gray link, it molded itself close, seamless and smooth.

“Let me guess.” She sighed. “Combination locator and locker?” Even if she managed to get into a ship, it would do her no good. The ship’s computer would scan the bracelet and instantly lock down. Give her location too.

“Locator, locker and luller.”

“Luller? That’s a new one on me.” She scrutinized her bracelet. Keeping up with technology had never been her strong suit. On a backwater world like Taiga, she didn’t even have electricity in her cabin, but she knew weapons. Far as she knew, a plastimetal bracelet wasn’t a weapon.

“You attack me again, and it’ll pump you full of Baka.”

Swallowing hard, she looked down at her bracelet with horror. Baka was the most dangerous drug in the Void. One dose would make her screaming crazy, but only in her own mind. To the outside world, she’d become a drooling vegetable. Nothing guaranteed her passivity more than the threat of Baka.

“I think you and I are beginning to understand one another.”

She hung her head. “I’m beginning to understand that you’re a ruthless bastard.”

Commander cupped her chin, lifted her face and peered at her for a long time. He just stood there looking down, breathing deep and steady. She didn’t dare flinch. Baka hung on her wrist. He lowered his mouth a breath from hers.

“What did you call me?”

She trembled, partly with fear, but also with a strange flush of excitement. Do I have some twisted submissive bent in me? Something about his dominance excited her. In turn, her excitement embarrassed her. He’d succeeded in doing exactly what he set out to do. He made it perfectly clear who was in charge, and it sure as spit wasn’t her.

“I called you a—Commander.”

“You’re a quick study.” He pulled back, flashing her a quirky half grin.

“Death is a remarkable motivator.”

“Tell me what you live for.”

“I may be a bandit, but I am not a traitor.”

“We’ll see.” He leaned close. If he moved just a bit, he would kiss her.

Simultaneously, lights and alarms went off. At first, she thought they were in her mind, but the entire office surged with activity.

“Get her out of here, Duster. I’ll take care of this.”

As Commander turned to the operational panels, Duster hustled her from the room. Side by side, they walked down a wide hall paved with polished blue-veined marble. Duster’s sharp-shined boots clacked cadence to her silent bare feet. At the middle of the hallway, he turned right, strode forward and stiff-armed aside a set of doors twenty feet tall.

Mary entered a vast room that looked like a grand ballroom from a medieval picture book. Huge pillars held up a fifty-foot-high, fresco-laden ceiling from which crystal chandeliers dangled on thick, golden chains. Sumptuous velvet-covered couches and chairs flanked dark wood tables. Clusters of them littered the sides of the room. Between each massive pair of pillars loomed a huge, elaborately rococo door, eight of them, pastel hues hinting at the colors beyond. Across from the row of pillars and doors stood a line of twenty-foot-high windows that reflected the room back at her in wavy shapes.

“What the hell is this place?” It was the most disgustingly opulent room she had ever seen.

“Your prison.” Duster yanked the doors closed.

“You scum-sucking sycophant!” She twisted and pulled on the gigantic gold doorknobs.

“Access denied,” a lush female voice said.

Mary looked around. “Hello?” Her voice echoed.

“How can I serve you?”

“Who are you?”

“I am House. How can I serve you?”

“You could let me the hell out of here.” Commander must be the most successful bandit in the Void to have a techno-house.

“You are not permitted to leave.”

She glanced at her bracelet. Would it inject her if she tried to smash her way out? It might. Any aggressive move might trigger a dose of Baka. “I can’t do a thing if I’m dead.”

“Are you in need of medical care?”

“No. Shut up, stupid House. I need to think.” Everything had gone to hell in two days. She’d had a bad feeling about that last haul, and her intuition had been dead-on. Who leaves 5K of goods unattended? Someone setting a trap, that’s who. But she’d needed the goods so badly, she’d decided to take the risk.

“And now, it’s all over.” Five years, a hundred plans, the fate of millions... Her shoulders slumped with the weight of her obligations.

Commander wanted to know who she was working for and why. As soon as she told him, he wouldn’t have a compelling reason to keep her alive. Therefore, she would live as long as she didn’t tell him, and all she had to do was escape.

She looked around. “Who am I kidding?” Flinging herself down on a puffy velvet couch, she dropped her head into her filthy hands. “I have no chance at all.”

If she managed to get the bracelet off without getting killed, she had to find her way to a ship without getting killed. Then, she had to get the ship airborne without getting killed. After that, she had to get home to Taiga without getting killed. Never good at math, she didn’t think she needed it to calculate the odds.

“A billion to one. In favor of me getting killed.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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“Commander, an IWOG ship has breached the first perimeter,” one of his guards informed him after Duster hustled Mary out of base command.

“Just one?” He considered the news as he gazed at his favorite painting. Vivid strokes of bold color conveyed a battered and bloody warrior in the midst of carnage. There was such a look of Pyrrhic victory on the conqueror’s face.

“Yes, Commander. One IWOG scout ship.”

“Course?” he asked, still immersed in his prized painting. Casual swipes of thick oil paint in crimson, orange and black captured a simultaneous moment of victory, defeat and revenge in the making.

“Parabolic course.” After checking another scanner, the guard added, “The ship will sweep past Windmere by way of Midas.”

As all his guards riveted their attention to the multitude of sensors, he pondered why the IWOG would send only one scout ship. Kamikaze or reconnaissance?

Duster entered the room and scrutinized the displays. “Suicide run?” He leaned over the nearest op-pan. Scanners tracked the vessel approaching Midas, one of the two moons orbiting Windmere.

“Indeed.” One blast could obliterate the ship into powerless fragments. Stroking his chin, still considering his painting, he rolled his eyes as a burst of insight struck. At his command, a face popped into focus on the main holoplas screen.

“Commander?”

“IWOG scan attempt. Implement EMF pulse.”

“Yes, Commander.”

From Midas, a powerful electromagnetic force blasted the ship with radio frequencies. Consumed with high-tech trickery, the IWOG had forgotten to protect themselves from this ancient, low-tech device. The EMF jammed everything electronic onboard their ship.

“When you figure they’re gonna realize they’d best leave off messing with us?” Duster deployed a crew to capture the disabled ship.

“Never. I think they like bashing their collective heads into a brick wall.” He looked at his painting again. Pyrrhic victory; triumph gained at a ruinous cost. His quest for independence had come true, but the price had been enormous.

The interruption annoyed him. He wanted to play with his latest puzzle, the ever more perplexing Bandit of Taiga. In the face of overwhelming odds, she’d been fierce, aggressive, and determined to fight to the bitter end in an effort to protect herself and her secret goal. He’d never encountered such an infuriating spitfire, or a woman who so fully embodied the concept of a Pyrrhic victory.

“You’d think they’d get sick of being made fools of and go away.” Duster popped a crackleseed between his teeth.

“They’ll come at us until we surrender.” The InnerWorld Government lusted after the riches in heavy metals on Windmere. The IWOG also wanted his head and offered a 20Mil bounty for the capture of Michael “Overlord” Parker.

He was wanted for murder, piracy, book smuggling, and a host of sundry nastiness. But the IWOG didn’t have any idea what he looked like. Not even a sketch graced the warrants posted throughout the Void.

“You’re the only man to ever successfully fight off an IWOG invasion,” Duster said. “On the OuterWorlds, the WAG holds you up as a hero.”

“Villain or hero. I guess that about sums me up.”

“Mary seems inclined to think of you as the former.”

“Mary, Mary, quite contrary.” Michael touched his chest, his chin, wondering if the bruises from her blows were visible yet. “Hell of a fighter.”

“Not as good as Kraft.” Duster munched crackleseeds with neat efficiency.

“I’m not as good as Kraft.” Michael admitted the truth without one bit of shame. “She’s the one who taught me.”

“Do you still—”

“Let’s find out if Mary is enjoying her palatial prison.” He cut Duster off the touchy subject of Kraft with practiced finesse. “House, show me Mary.”

An audio and visual link, audvid, sprang to life and filled every holoplas screen in base command with the image of Mary sleeping on one of the burgundy fainting couches in the main room of House. Even asleep, she looked ready for a fight. But when he ordered House to zoom in, he discovered smudged hollows below her eyes and aristocratic cheekbones. Exhaustion and hunger darkened her refined beauty.

“Nash said she didn’t sleep for the two days he had her on the Damn You.”

Michael pondered the concern he heard in Duster’s voice. Leaning near, he took a wide sniff to read the scent from his Master-of-Arms. Lavender distress. Over Mary.

The emotional scent of Duster clarified when he added, “Nash said she didn’t eat, either.”

“Do you have a point?” Michael injected ice into his tone, as if he hadn’t noticed her vulnerable state. He was a cad for even thinking of challenging her to a fight, let alone doing so.

“This isn’t a game anymore. This is a woman.” Duster dropped his voice a notch. “I never should have bothered you with something so minor.”

“You bring her to my attention as a challenging puzzle, then think I should give up before I solve it?” Michael chuckled as he leaned against his desk. “You know me better than that.”

“You want to know why.”

Michael nodded.

“Can’t you just give her the old sniff test?” Duster asked. “You’re the emotichemical perceptionist. Read her.”

“Her scent is...conflicted. I can’t read her. Besides, there are other ways to unravel the mysterious Mary.”

After a groan, Duster said, “Trust me, I’m sorry I brought her to your attention at all. You had to spend at least five times what she stole to hire Nash.”

“Granted.” Actually, he’d spent nine times. “Your point?”

“The math on that sucks, which makes me think your ego is bent over the fact she eluded you for a year.”

“She taunted me for a year.” Michael turned his gaze to the small holoplas screen embedded in his desk. “Sneaky little bandit. Stealing table scraps from all the ships in the black-market trade route.” He traced his finger along her face, and he smiled a bit when she turned her head closer, as if she could actually feel his caress. “Clever little bandit. Five years of getting away with her scheme, and then, when finally caught, she remains at large. For I still don’t know why.”

Whatever her cause, she would rather die than give up her secrets. Her stalwart stance fascinated him. She’d been terrified, yet couldn’t stop antagonizing him. He’d never met anyone with a mouth like hers, and he wanted to seduce the scowl right off her determined face.

“I think you just wanted to find out what kind of a person could best you for so long.” Duster popped a seed and tucked the spent pods into a vest pocket.

“Indeed.” Michael offered no argument. He’d pursued the Bandit of Taiga because of blatant curiosity, a puzzle to distract himself from perpetual mourning.

“Wanna explain to me why you offered to fight her?”

“I don’t know.” Mary had a gleam in her velvet-brown eyes, something longing to surrender, and it called loudly to that part of him longing to control. Not in a brutal, vicious way, but in a deeply sensual way. He never expected her to take him up on his offer, let alone attack him in a sudden, screaming burst. Like a caged animal suddenly free, Mary fought harder than anyone he’d ever known. What she lacked in skill, she more than made up for with ferocity.

“What if she would have kicked your ass?” Duster asked.

“I would have let her go.” Michael didn’t believe his own words. Her scent—floral, citrus, dark earth and a shock of conflicted spices—confused and compelled him. Mary was unique in being the first person he couldn’t read.

“You shouldn’t have fought with her in the first place.”

Unmistakable concern in Duster’s voice compelled Michael to take another deep breath. Lavender mixed with narcissus clarified that Duster felt responsible for Mary since he presented her as a puzzle.

“I shouldn’t have fought with her because she’s a woman?” Michael grinned. “Are your issues with women showing?”

“No.” Duster flashed him a guilty sidelong glance. “Nothing’s more dangerous than a woman with nothing to lose.”

“Maybe that’s why I did.” Michael sat on the edge of his desk, his arms folded, one long leg swinging easily, his eyes riveted on the main holoplas screen. “I think Mary has an awful lot to lose. She’s on a mission. She’s not liberating my goods for herself.”

After a chuckle, Duster asked, “How do you figure that?”

“Look at what she’s wearing.” Michael pointed to the main holoplas. “Homespun brown shirt and pants. The only weapon she had on her was a knife. Nash said she lived in a shack on Taiga that didn’t even have running water.” He shook his head. “If she’s selling my goods, she’s not keeping the money for herself.”

“Didn’t Nash find out what she was up to?” Duster fished through the stack of papers on the desk.

“He thought if he caught her, she’d spill.” Michael plucked the bounty hunter’s report out of the heap and handed it to Duster.

After a quick read, Duster laughed. “Gee, wasn’t he wrong.”

Michael pinched the bridge of his nose and uttered a pained sigh. “The only thing she spilled was vulgarity. Remarkably Average Mary has a remarkably vast vocabulary. Nash said he’s never heard such creative use of multilingual expletives in his life. He offered a transcript, but I declined.”

“How long is the transcript?” Duster asked.

“Over thirty pages.”

“Of just her swearing?” Duster sounded shocked and somewhat impressed.

“Mary only stopped when Nash gagged her.”

“Is that when she bit his finger?”

Michael nodded. “Had to pay hazard for that.” He could easily picture Mary spewing foul words as she sat bound in a cell on the Damn You. For some insane reason, he found the image charming. Endearing, even.

“I get the hazard payment, what with Nash’s bit finger and his crushed cojones, but why did you pay him bonus?” Duster flipped to the payout page and his jaw dropped. “Why did you pay Nash triple the contract total in bonus?”

“Nash refrained from killing her even though he desperately wanted to. He offered me triple if I let him kill the Bandit of Taiga. He didn’t mention the package was a woman at that time. I refused, offering him triple as a bonus if he succeeded. And he did. So I paid him.”

“You didn’t know the Bandit of Taiga was a woman until—”

“You hauled her into my office. Bound, gagged and blindfolded.” Shocked delight had filled him when he discovered his vexing target to be a wicked vixen. “When Nash called the package Remarkably Average Mary, I thought he demeaned a man by calling him a Mary.”

“Surprise, surprise.” Duster tossed aside the report. With a sheepish grin, he used his eclip to request the transcript. “I like the records to be complete, and we might learn something.”

“New swears.”

“Knowledge is power.” Duster tucked his eclip to a vest pocket and pulled out a handful of seeds. “What are you gonna do with the foul-mouthed, albeit lovely, lady Mary?”

“You think she’s lovely?” Michael considered her over the audvid. Disheveled chestnut-brown hair swept over her brow. Even in sleep, a frown darkened her delicately strong face.

“Seems to have all the right parts in all the right places.” Duster considered her. “A bit young. Obviously not a lady in the true sense of the word but, yeah, she’s pretty.” He paused on a sucking breath. “Oh, don’t tell me.”

“What?”

“You got eyes for her?” Duster sounded horrified.

“Mary is one hell of an enticing puzzle.” And he wanted to unravel every bit of her.

“She’s a kid.” Cold and low, Duster took a stand with the tone of his voice and the metallic note of his scent.

“Twenty-five.” Michael nodded to the report. “Four years younger than you. She’s no kid.”

“She’s thirteen years younger than you.”

“Let me know when you get close to having a point.” Michael didn’t enjoy reminders of how fast forty was coming at him.

“For once, do yourself a favor.” Duster popped apart a seed. “Try picking a woman who actually likes you, Michael. One you haven’t fought with.”

Rubbing his tender jaw, he gazed at the audvid of Mary and asked, “What would be the challenge in that?”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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Mary bolted upright, incensed she’d fallen asleep when she must focus on escape.

“Hungry?”

She jumped into a fighting stance.

Six feet away, Commander sat in an ornate chair, drinking clear brown liquid from a bulbous crystal glass.

“Or would you like a brandy before dinner?”

His relaxed posture trivialized her intensity, and she forced herself to calm down. “What’s brandy?”

Sleek eyebrows drew up. “Distilled wine.”

“A spirit, like whisky? I’ll have a shot.”

With smooth grace, he unfurled his long body from the chair, moved to a cabinet and poured her a small glass of brandy.

She watched him intently. His body had all the pent-up energy and grace of a wolf. Aggressively sexy. She shook her head to drive away the unwelcome thought.

When he handed her the glass, their fingers touched, and a shiver of fear and desire ran through her. Pushing down the conflicting feelings, she sniffed at the glass and winced back.

“Cup the glass with your palm to warm—”

She swallowed the alcohol in one gulp.

He regarded her with a dismayed frown.

“What?” She tilted her head to stare back at him.

“Nothing.” Military-short hair glinted under the lights when he shook his head. “House, let Cook know we’re ready for dinner.”

“Yes, Commander,” the mechanically lush voice of House responded.

Mary rolled her eyes. “Even your House sucks up to you.”

“Pardon me?”

“Don’t you have a name?”

“As I said, you will address me as Commander.”

“And folks say I have delusions of grandeur.” She set her empty glass on the nearest table.

“What folks?”

“Tell me your name and I might tell you who.” She put her hands on her hips.

“So this time you’ll keep your word?”

She wanted to hurl the glass at him, but the weight of the bracelet reminded her why she couldn’t.

“You didn’t the last time.” He swirled the glass in his palm, then sipped. “As I recall, if I won, you were supposed to tell me who you were working for and why.”

“Like you really would have let me go.” Standing as tall as she could, she felt suicidal for continuing to challenge him, but she also couldn’t back down without losing face.

“A moot point,” he said softly. “I won. You lost.”

“Yeah-huh. I remember.” Flushed from embarrassment, with a shot of potent liquor on a three-day empty stomach, she swayed a bit on her feet. “Are we going to eat or chat, Co-man-dur?”

He frowned at the deliberate insult of his title. Red Dardinian silk pulled taut across his massive shoulders as he swirled the mahogany liquid in his glass. “This bodes well for a pleasant meal.”

“You don’t like my attitude, you can always cut me loose.” She prayed he would take that option soon.

“I will when you tell me what I want to know.” He tipped his glass to her.

“Then strap yourself in for a wild ride, bucko. No matter how much booze you pour down my throat, I have no intention of telling you jack.” Seemed the alcohol went straight to the smart-mouth reflex in her brain.

“Really?” He set his glass next to hers and moved close.

She raised her arm in defense.

“Don’t be a fool, Mary.” He nodded to the plastimetal bracelet around her wrist.

Reminded, she lowered her arm and stood still, peering up into his beautiful eyes. Why did she want to kiss him as much as she wanted to kick him? “You really are a royal bastard.”

He lowered his lips a breath from hers. “So I’ve been told.”

With his body so close, she became aware of how good he smelled, like pine and lemon. When she felt her body react in a way that was entirely opposite of her brain, she stepped back, stumbling on the velvet couch.

He looked down at her sprawled form. “I was only going to offer you my arm.”

“Don’t you need that?” She righted herself, fighting down a blush. “I’d look damn stupid with three arms.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose and let out an irritated sigh. “I offered my arm to lead you into the dining room.”

Proud of herself for getting under his skin so easily, she said, “Unless you broke my leg while I was asleep, I can manage.”

She followed him into a room fifty times the size of her cabin on Taiga. A sheet of white linen, wider and longer than the main street of Pine Glenn, covered a table that could easily hold two hundred people. Elaborate gilded china and delicate fluted glasses were set with careful precision on the closest end.

Commander pulled her chair out for her.

Overwhelmed and intimidated, she snidely said, “I think I can figure out how to operate a fancy chair.”

“I merely offered a courtesy.”

“Yeah-huh.” She plunked herself down. He sat to her left, at the head of the table. Lifting her hand, she pointed down the table. “Why don’t you sit at the other end?”

“Because this is where I always sit.”

“Fine, I’ll sit at the other end.” She shoved her chair back, stood and reached for her plate.

He grabbed her wrist. “Sit down and shut up.”

“Or what?” She yanked her arm away from the distracting heat of his touch. “Are you going to send me to bed without supper?”

“If you insist on acting like a child, I’ll find a highchair and strap you to it.”

One look at his face, and she knew he intended to carry out his threat. Since she’d pushed him about as far as she dared, she sat, scooted her chair close and plunked her elbows on the table.

He rang a fragile crystal bell.

She had to bite her lips not to laugh. The gesture looked silly by such a big man.

A chubby young girl wearing a crisp, white uniform entered, wheeling a gold-and-silver serving cart. With quick, sure movements, she placed a shallow bowl of soup before each of them, then left the room, trundling the cart back into the kitchen.

“Magic’s easy when you have servants.” Mary peered dubiously into her bowl. Four wrinkled brown things floated in a light brown swirl with a sprinkling of green bits. “What’s this?”

“Chestnut soup.” He picked up a big gold-and-silver spoon and brought a spoonful to his lips.

She mimicked him. A strange, earthy bitterness laced with a tang of citrus. She’d never tasted anything like it. As soon as the first swallow hit her empty belly, her stomach growled.

Studiously, she ignored the sound and continued eating. Her belly rumbled again. And again. Louder and longer each time.

“If I didn’t know better, I would think you have a wild animal hidden about your person.”

His wry comment made her laugh. “I guess three days’ fast has made my stomach rather vocal.”

“Are you okay?” He leaned close, solicitous and intent.

Disturbed by his concern, she moved back. “Don’t worry. I won’t erupt all over your fancy table.” She patted her tummy. “That is the sound of gratitude, not gagitude.” Lifting her bowl to her lips, she finished her soup and used her sleeve to wipe her mouth.

He set his spoon down with a sigh.

“What?” She eyed the table. She hadn’t broken anything, not yet anyway, and she’d refrained from licking the bowl clean. Plus, she’d left all the silverware. She’d made no effort to steal it. Well, not yet, at any rate.

“Napkin. Ever heard of one?”

Her gaze darted around the table. “Nope.”

He pointed at the pretty spray of red fabric in a long-stemmed wineglass.

“Oh.” She plucked the napkin out and swabbed it liberally across her face. “It looked like a decoration.”

He rang the crystal bell again and, as before, the chubby girl trundled in the cart, whisked away their soup dishes, deposited two tiny plates and then disappeared.

“Like magic.” The food looked like a bright orange mountain saturated with yellow lava. A sprig of green sat on the peak like a lone tree. “What—”

“Haddock and carrot molds with vermouth sauce.”

She nodded, understanding carrot but not the rest. Using his small fork, he lifted the tree from the top and cut into the orange mountain. She followed suit. Fishy, yet carrot-sweet, the stuff didn’t taste very good. After one gagging bite, she set her fork aside.

“This course is not pleasing to you?”

“Do I have to eat it?” If he told her to eat the glop or wear it, she’d opt for putting it on her head.

“No.” He rang the bell.

While the girl exchanged plates, he poured a clear yellow wine into their glasses.

This time, she recognized everything on her plate: chicken, green beans and buttered pasta. She lifted the leg of chicken and took a big bite. It smelled and tasted like oranges. Her mouth watered, and she took another bite before she’d finished chewing the last.

When she looked over, she found him cutting into the chicken with a knife and fork. His eyebrows drew together when he saw the chicken leg in her hands and rivulets of sauce running down her chin.

She returned the chicken to her plate, remembered to wipe her face with the napkin, then struggled to cut the meat with the dull little knife. After about two minutes of trying, she slammed the knife and fork down.

“I’m going to eat this with my hands. If my table manners bother you, tough, go sit at the other end. I’m hungry, and I don’t feel much like shilly-shallying.”

Defiantly, she scooped up and tore into the chicken. She gnawed the bone clean, wiped her face, then started on the green beans and pasta. In deference to him, she used her fork.

Raw, painful hunger drove her to ignore him as she ate. He could glare at her all he wanted and think her the most vulgar woman in the Void. She didn’t care. Never in her life had she tasted food like this. If he wanted to mince his portion into itty-bitty pieces and eat it like a finicky child, good for him. He probably ate like this every night.

Anger rose in her at the riches rubbed in her face. The triple-platinum Runner, the grand ballroom prison, brandy that waltzed down her throat, gold-encrusted china, fresh food prepared by a skilled cook—what she’d seen of his den so far would literally buy her home world of Taiga, with script to spare.

Bewildered, she raised her gaze to find him watching her with a guarded expression. “Why the hell did you bother?”

“I knew you’d figure it out eventually.” He set his fork aside with a sigh.

“That you spent more to nab me than I’m worth? Yeah-huh. Remarkably Average Mary done figured it. Fill me in on why.”

He frowned at her country-simple tone. “Precisely what I’d like to know. Why.” He sipped his wine. “I want to know why you’ve been stealing my goods.”

“What do you care?” She spread her hands, indicating the riches before her. “I couldn’t possibly, in a thousand lifetimes, even put a dent in your obscene wealth.” She leaned toward him. “Are you so greedy you begrudge me a pittance for a good cause while you wallow in decadence? Christ! You really do need a hobby.”

“Perhaps, if you tell me your good cause, I’ll gladly stuff your coffers with my obscene wealth. I might even make your cause my hobby.” Saluting her with his glass, he gave her that enigmatic half grin and then drank.

For a moment, she sat stunned. “You think you can buy me?” She wanted to throw her wine in his face and smash every dish on the table. The threat of poison on her wrist held her still.

“No, I—”

“Everything in your world has a price tag, doesn’t it?” Shaking with fury, she stood. “To you, every person is a thing to be bought or sold, their value forever fluid. Buy me today for twenty, then sell me tomorrow for ten. Or just throw me away entirely.” She glared at him with all the loathing she could muster. “I may not know a fancy napkin, and I may not know how to eat like a trained IWOG poodle, but I sure as spit know what honor is, and you can’t afford mine.”

“I didn’t mean to imply I could buy you, I simply meant—”

“That if I confessed, you might help me. You figured I’d be like a farm donkey forever following the dangling carrot.” She lifted her glass. “A toast to the first person in the Void you can’t buy.” She drank deeply, then dropped into her chair.

He unfurled himself like a great banner that dwarfed the immense room. Surely, the wine made him seem larger than life.

“If I have insulted you, I apologize.” He tossed his napkin to the table with a deferential bow. “My intention was to—entice—not insult. I offered you the best of my home to compliment you as a guest, yet everything I say and do is colored in that you are not my guest, but my captive. For that, I will not apologize. You taunted me into capturing you.”

She held his gaze by sheer force of will. “You make it sound like I wanted to get caught.”

He 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 she 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.”
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