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Chapter One

The market was bustling.

Eva felt her pulse begin to thump a little
harder and faster as she stared out over the sea of humanity from
the gangplank of her father’s salvage ship—stunned to see so many
together in one place.

It looked like twice as many as the time
before and that made her wonder if something different was going on
or if it was just a happenstance that so many had arrived at the
same time.

Or maybe it was the season?

Not that she was actually used to seeing
people at all—well, beyond the ship’s crew—and she didn’t really
think of them as ‘people’, actually. Assholes, yes. Slobs,
definitely. But people in the sense of intelligent beings that
could walk and talk at the same time?

No.

Her belly knotted with nerves instantly.

Because it wasn’t exactly ‘people’
anyway.

Men. There might be a handful of females
present, but not likely more than that and any that were
there belonged to some of the nasty brutes.

Because women with a choice, in their right
mind, wouldn’t be there.

She was more than a little tempted to turn
around and head back inside despite her old man’s orders to get her
ass outside and help with the rest of the crew.

She didn’t, of course.

Nobody ignored a direct order from the mean
bastard if they knew what was good for them.

In any case, she was almost as intrigued as
she was unsettled—scared one moment, excited the next—because it
was a rare treat to set foot on a planet of any kind—to see people
other than the crew of the Naked Lady.

For her.

Generally, she was told to stay put.

Which was another thing that unnerved her—the
fact that her father had demanded that she go with them when he
usually ignored her existence.

It flickered through her mind to worry that
he had something nasty in mind.

Actually, as they descended the plank and
crossed the bare area that surrounded the settlement, she decided
she was leaning a bit more toward the terror as they got close
enough for her to begin to get a better look at the ‘citizens’.

Probably 90% of the humanity present was
either slavers, pirates (which often amounted to the same thing) or
your run-of-the-mill thugs—thieves and murderers on the run from
the law. They were rough looking bastards—might not have been what
she thought, but she wasn’t betting on it.

And the situation and her personal
circumstances gave rise to some really unpleasant memories.

There were some locals among them, she saw,
that she figured probably didn’t fit into any of the ‘lethal’
categories, though—maybe.

They were still scary—just by virtue of being
huge and primitive barbarian types—humanoid, but not human.

Thankfully, most of those were wearing the
hooded capes and masks typical of the desert nomads.

She was so busy gaping—mostly at the people
rather than the wares—that she stubbed her toe on a pebble imbedded
in the dirt and slammed into her father—two steps ahead of
her—smearing her face on his back bruisingly before she could get
her feet under her again.

He turned a glare in her direction, tensing
as if he meant to swat her.

Eva cringed, throwing up her arms
instinctively to shield herself in case he decided to knock the
shit out of her. “Sorry. I tripped.”

“Well quit walking on my fucking heels! There
ain’t nobody here interested in a scrawny old hag.”

Eva gaped at him, feeling her face light up
with embarrassment.

A flicker of resentment went through her when
he turned away.

She wasn’t scrawny, by god!

Well—not exactly.

Could she help it if she didn’t have fucking
tits as big as her head?

And an ass to match or exceed the front
bumper?

She didn’t hold up to his concept of feminine
beauty?

Like she was going to feel bad him and
his crew treated her like she was invisible?

And it had been his idea to dress her as an
old hag, anyway!

Not that she wasn’t glad to have the dubious
protection of her ‘disguise’ now that she was in the thick of the
place, or ungrateful that he’d thought of it, but she hated that
he’d bellowed it at her and drawn so much attention to her.

It was almost as if he was hoping
somebody would notice she wasn’t actually an old hag and decide to
take her off his hands.

She dismissed that fear after a moment.

He wasn’t subtle.

If he wanted to get rid of her, he would.

He would have long since.

Sometimes she was sorry he hadn’t.

But then she’d think about what her life had
been like before he’d shown up to claim her and she’d decide
an attitude adjustment was necessary.

It wasn’t bad.

Really it wasn’t.

Not great either.

Mostly it was better than anything she’d had
since her mother had died, though.

Actually, as much as she’d hated the
orphanage where she’d ended up after her mom died, that hadn’t been
nearly as bad in retrospect.

But there wouldn’t be any going back there.
Those bastards had sold her to her ‘husband/mate’ for a ‘donation’
before she was even sixteen—the typical age they turned out the
orphans to get along the best way they could.

And she’d hated the harem way worse than the
orphanage.

But did she hate living in space with her
father and his crew worse than she’d hated the harem?

That was the question.

It was sort of a case between bad, really
bad, and then just not good or maybe just a little worse than the
bad that came before.

She’d been worried—at first—that she was
going to end in his bed or his bed and his crews’ beds or sold to a
brothel—because she’d never really been convinced the mean bastard
that had come to collect her after her master croaked was actually
her father.

She couldn’t say, positively, that he
wasn’t—not that there was anybody to complain to about it.

She didn’t remember her father.

She was pretty sure he’d disappeared before
she’d been born. Not positive, but pretty sure.

But she couldn’t see any family
resemblance—at all. And she thought she ought to have seen at least
something.

That would suggest, she thought, that she
must look just like her mom.

So—how did it fit that she looked just like
her mother and the mean bastard that was supposed to be her father
seemed so contemptuous of her for being … below average? Sturdy,
she thought, but not voluptuous?

Or had she just thought that argument up
because she hated claiming the mean bastard?

There was probably a good chance of that.

Not that that really made a lot of
difference.

There wasn’t anything she could do about
it—hadn’t been since he’d showed up to claim everything Raj Coonie
had owned after his death—including his harem.

Nobody was going to show up and dispute his
claim on her, though. And she didn’t get paid—in credits—for her
work as a ‘crewmember’.

Her father called it working for room and
board.

So she couldn’t buy her way out and she
didn’t have any money to make a run for it even if they had ever
stopped anyplace that wasn’t just horrible—and more dangerous than
her current situation.

She was so engrossed in her thoughts that she
almost slammed into her father again when he stopped abruptly.

Looking up, she discovered that his attention
had been caught by a couple of strangers that were wearing clothing
that suggested they were locals—clothing similar to the barbarian
tribe that claimed the little piece of paradise where they were
currently looking for supplies. Both of them were cloaked in a
hooded cape and wearing the bandana masks that covered the lower
half of their faces.

They were tall enough, she thought—had to be
close to six feet tall from her perspective, maybe a little
taller—but they weren’t nearly as bulky looking. Youths, maybe? She
couldn’t see anything but their eyes above the masks and the hood
cast a shadow over that much.

“We are looking to buy passage to Wixle. We
were told that is part of your regular run.”

The voice didn’t sound particularly deep for
a mature male—even though the figure was tall enough to suggest it.
The other one was a little shorter, but at least a head taller than
she was.

Apparently, her father was thrown by the
voice, as well. He scanned the male from the top of his head to the
tip of his boots. “Aye. We don’t usually take on passengers,
though.”

“But you are going?” the youth insisted.

“We ain’t got no accommodations for guests.
If you got the money, you can hitch a ride with us—but it ain’t
gonna be comfy. I run a salvage operation.”

No truer words were ever spoken!

Eva was actually a little stunned that he
hadn’t leapt at the suggestion.

Not that either one looked as if they were
likely to have money. But her father was inclined to leap at any
possibility of lining his pockets with money at every
opportunity.

“How much?”

“How much you got?”

Young or not, the youth was obviously not a
pushover. His eyes narrowed. “The way this works is I tell you we
are looking for passage. You tell me how much you want. I say if I
have enough credits to pay … Or I will take my business
elsewhere.”

It was kids, Eva thought, feeling a
sinking sensation in the pit of her belly. “You should … just catch
a passenger ship,” she said abruptly. “Last time we were here I
heard somebody say there’s a Hopper that comes through here twice a
month ….”

Her father backhanded her. Catching her
completely off guard before she could duck, he knocked her
flat.

The youths stared down at her for a long
moment and then transferred their attention to her father
again.

“Kids,” her father said with a shrug.

Apparently, he was so pissed off he’d
forgotten she was in drag as an old hag.

She didn’t think about it herself for that
matter. The shock of the blow might have shielded her for a handful
of moments, but it didn’t take pain that long to catch up, and she
was dizzy from the blow itself.

He’d remembered it, unfortunately, by the
time she managed to get up. “Kit,” he corrected himself. “Watch
yourself, granny. The ground’s uneven.” He returned his attention
to the two youths—who looked like they were inclined to walk off.
“So … we’re still talkin’ supplies and so forth. She’s the cook so
you won’t have ta do your own. And she’ll take care of the
cleanin’, laundry an’ so forth. I’m thinkin’ … two thousand
credits.”

He studied them for their reaction.

“Each. We’re talkin’ about a month here.”

“Too much.”

He sent Eva a look that threatened
retribution if he lost the deal before he focused on his ‘mark’. “I
guess I could give you two kids a break. Two thousand for both
since you’ll be travellin’ together an’ sharin’ a cabin.”

The youth hesitated and Eva held her breath,
hoping they’d decide against the offer, afraid to even attempt to
warn them off again.

Not that she knew her father had any
intentions toward them that were not good, but she feared he
might.

There was just something about the tension
she abruptly sensed in him that made her really uneasy.

Beyond that, it was absolutely true that they
didn’t typically take passengers.

They hadn’t in the entire time she had been
with him, at any rate. And that had been a couple of years, she
thought—probably. It was hard to track time in space, but it seemed
like a very, very long time.

He was always open to the possibility of
picking up a little money, though, and he wasn’t shy about breaking
the law if he thought he could get away with something
lucrative.

They were virtually on the frontier and there
weren’t a lot of law men out their way so it wasn’t nearly as risky
as trying anything on any of the ‘civilized’ worlds.

And it still worried her. Well, it worried
her because all of that abruptly came to mind—almost like he’d
jarred it loose when he clobbered her.

They settled the deal while her mind was
wandering and she was struggling with the urge to massage her
throbbing face.

“Walk them back to the ship and show them to
a cabin,” her father told her.

Eva gaped at him, feeling alarm bells going
off in her head.

She thought they were youths.

But they were both bigger than her and even a
male youth was strong enough to overcome her—especially with a
partner.

And they were barbarians—or at least looked
to hail from that indigenous race.

Her father’s temper seemed to be on a
particularly short leash, however, and she didn’t dare defy him at
the best of times. She nodded jerkily, therefore, and turned to
lead the youths back to the ship.

“Why did you try to turn us away?” the taller
of the two asked.

Eva sent the boy an uneasy look and managed a
tight smile. The urge to tell them to run while they had the chance
struck her, but she wasn’t convinced enough they were in danger to
offer herself up for a sacrifice in their place at the moment.

Because the mean bastard would beat the ever
loving shit out of her, she was convinced, if he got back to the
ship and they were gone, even if he had, supposedly, collected
already.

Well half.

The youths weren’t lacking in intelligence
even if they were actually as young as she thought. They’d agreed
to pay the other half when they were on board. Or rather when the
ship had taken off.

“I just … figured you’d be a lot more
comfortable and probably safer, too. We have a salvager. It isn’t
very comfortable and it’s slow. It wasn’t built for speed.”

“But you do not think we need to worry about
the captain or crew?”

Eva’s lips flattened. She struggled—hard—with
her conscience and her fears for herself. “I … uh … I wouldn’t call
them good men, but I think they aren’t even nearly as bad as most
of these people here,” she said truthfully, then added with an
attempt at dark humor, “I’m pretty sure they haven’t murdered
anybody.”

Recently.

She wasn’t convinced they never had,
but she had no firsthand knowledge of it, she reminded herself,
trying to sooth her conscience.

* * * *

Reuel watched the trio heading toward the
ship, listening to the discussion between them and trying to decide
whether to continue with the plan he had settled upon or if a
deviation was necessary at this point.

The remainder of the crew had already
disappeared into the crowded market, he saw when he transferred his
attention to them, debating whether to follow them or not to see if
he could discover what they were up to.

He decided after a few moments that it wasn’t
necessary to deviate at that point. He watched until the trio had
entered the ship, stayed long enough to be certain they weren’t
followed, and then turned his steps toward the market again.

The captain and his crew, he discovered, had
headed directly for the nearest brothel.

It flickered through his mind to wonder if
the establishment offered any sex-droids, but he had an agenda—this
time—that did not include any search for rogue cyborgs.

In any case, he was convinced they had
rounded up the majority of their people in the years since they had
attained awareness and there were none in the brothel in need of
his assistance.

It was simply a force of habit to look—or
feel a desire to check.

His own physical needs could be ignored—had
been for long enough, now, that it was no more than a throbbing
discomfort now and then—a reminder he did not need or want that he
had lost his woman.

The woman he had thought he would spend the
remainder of his days with.

He had made so grievous a mistake in the days
when he was so new to sentient life that he had not fully
understood that it was unforgivable, that it could not, would not,
ever be forgiven.

He had no one to blame but himself, but he
was still angry, still … hurt, loathe though he was to admit it
even to himself.

An image rose in his mind as she had been the
last time that he had seen her—unwelcome. He dismissed it, turning
his mind instead to the little human female.

He was curious as to why she had
been—disguised. He had a suspicion, but he was no longer certain he
had guessed correctly—considering the captain’s behavior toward
her.

She wasn’t an old hag. He was certain of
that.

When the captain had knocked her down, the
hump on her back had slipped—eliminating the possibility that she
was bent with age—the illusion of it—or actually bent at all.

Or a child.

She was just … small … even for a human
woman.

He was certain of that, as well.

Dainty as those he was most familiar with,
but shorter—mayhap daintier, although he was not certain of that
given the fact that the ungodly thing she had been dressed in
hardly touched her anywhere.

Of course, they were all fragile—human
women—tall or short, round or thin, they were delicate creatures
even compared to the human males. Much more so when compared to the
cyborg male—which was one of the reasons he had never approved of
taking them for mates.

And yet he thought it was their delicacy that
was a large part of the reason the cyborg males just could not
resist them.

He shook the thought.

That was not the reason he could not dismiss
her from his mind, he decided.

In the first place, he was not aware of that
being an attraction for him. He could not entirely dismiss it—one
rarely knew exactly what it was that made this person fascinating
and that one disinteresting. But he had admired Dalia for her
strength, her skills as a warrior, and her intelligence—beyond her
physical perfection. It seemed unlikely that a woman that had none
of those qualities that he could determine would fixate him.

She reminded him of another, he decided.

He told himself he could not dredge up who it
was, but he knew as soon as the image of her eyes took form in his
mind.

They were disproportionately large in her
small, heart-shaped face.

Not the least bit symmetrical, which
precluded any possibility of beauty or genetic superiority and
should have been dismissed as soon as it was noted.

Not imprinted on his mind in such stark
detail.

But he had not dismissed it and he could not
convince himself that that was because she reminded him of someone
else that he had … felt desire for.

No, he corrected himself, felt
admiration.

That was not entirely it either, he decided,
struggling to probe it with a divided mind—not really the watch for
the reappearance of the crew from the salvage ship, although a
fraction of his mind was on that.

It was divided because he wanted to focus on
the mysterious human female that had created a ripple of turmoil
through him.

Did not want to, actually, he thought
irritably. His mind simply refused to dismiss her.

He wondered with a vague sense of both
amusement and burgeoning alarm if this was anything approaching the
sort of fevered disorientation other cyborg males experienced when
they stumbled across a human female that appealed to them and
routed any possibility of acting with logic.

They might have been created as creatures of
logic, but from the time they had begun to actually experience
emotions and desires—real world rather than the simulations they
had been given—they lost most of their ability to behave
logically.

All of them.

Including, unfortunately, him—even though he
had convinced himself he was well beyond that stage of development
and completely able to be ruled by logic and not by any of the more
debilitating human frailties.


Chapter Two

Captain Thomas Warren paused on the porch of
the bordello and stared out at the throng in the street that milled
about as if they had no particular purpose, grappling with the
thought that had been teasing at the fringes of his mind since he’d
run into the two strangers. It still eluded him and that pissed him
off because he was certain it was something he would be interested
to know—whatever it was. More importantly, he felt like it might be
profitable to know it.

They reminded him of someone, the thought. He
just couldn’t figure out who.

“We still goin’ to sell the girl?” Milt, his
co-pilot asked lazily as he strode from the building and paused to
prop against the post opposite his captain—mostly because he was
still a little wobbly legged from having his ‘pipes cleaned’.

The captain glanced at him, narrowing his
eyes thoughtfully. “Nope. That wasn’t it.”

Confusion flickered through Milt. “No, we
ain’t?”

The captain tilted his head curiously—as if
searching his mind—and finally the light went on. “I’m thinkin’
about it. We got that from the kids, though, and we got enough for
supplies. Might be better to hang on to the little bitch until we
need the money worse. We can only sell her once.”

Milt grinned. “Unless we steal her back.”

Thomas’ brows lifted toward his hairline.
Unfortunately, that had shifted a bit further than his bushy brows
could meet any longer. “There’s a thought, but this isn’t the place
for that. We’d have to cut it from our route and I’m kinda of fond
of … uh … What’s her face.”

Milt let out a guffaw. “You ain’t seen her
face,” he said.

Thomas grinned. “Well, I’m fond of her cunt.
What’s keepin’ Billy and Jack?”

“Damned if I know. You want me to go back in
and roust them out?”

Thomas considered it and finally shrugged.
“They know where we’re headed. They’ll meet us there or at the
ship.”

Nodding Milt followed the captain down the
stairs and they headed toward the mercantile where they did most of
their business.

Reuel watched until he had determined the
building they were headed towards and then took another route to
reach it. Sauntering inside perhaps five minutes behind them, he
picked up a few supplies while the proprietor worked up an order
for them and moved to the counter, glancing impatiently toward the
proprietor several times before the man summoned a younger man from
the back to attend him.

Not that he was particularly impatient, but
he knew if he had been human or one of the indigenous tribesmen, he
would have made his impatience known.

The young man rushed up to the counter. “Will
this be all, sir?”

Reuel studied him thoughtfully. “I was told
that there would be a ship heading toward Wixle from this port.
When is it expected?”

The man nodded. “A week from tomorrow.”

There was little point in making any
expression of annoyance with nothing uncovered but his eyes. “A
week?” he repeated. “Nothing sooner?”

“Sorry … but I’m sure there’ll be room at one
of the Inns. The Spring market is about to be breaking up and a
good half of the people here will finish up their business today or
tomorrow and will be heading out again.”

Reuel nodded. “I had not expected to kick my
heels here for a week.”

“I might be able to help you out,” said a
deep voice behind him.

Turning, he saw without surprise that it was
the captain. “And you would be?”

The man gaped at him blankly for a moment.
Then enlightenment. “Oh! Captain of the Naked Lady. Captain Thomas
Warren. I’ve got a salvager. I’m about to head out that way myself.
If you’re interested in buying passage?”

Reuel merely stared at him, as if considering
it.

“No frills, sorry to say, and you might be
more comfortable on the passenger vessel—or not. But it’ll be
cheaper for you to hitch a ride with us.”

“When would you be leaving?”

“We’re loading up our supplies now. Probably
by sunset. We ain’t a regular passenger vessel so we ain’t got no
specific schedule.”

Reuel nodded understanding. “What would
passage cost?”

“Three thousand credits,” Warren said
promptly.

Thief, Reuel thought angrily.

Not that the money meant much to him, but he
had a dislike of being robbed.

His opinion of the bastard sank several
notches and it had already hit rock bottom when he had hit the
woman. “That will cover everything? There will be no additional
charges to surprise me?”

He could see the wheels churning while Warren
considered that, wondering if it was an indication that he would go
no higher or that he had more money.

Finally, he shrugged. “It will cover
everything.”

Reuel nodded. “I will take passage. Half now.
The other half upon take off. Where is the vessel?”

“Straight down Main Street,” Milt
volunteered. “You can’t miss it. Big ugly thing—says Naked Lady on
the bow.”

When he had paid the agreed upon portion of
passage, Reuel left the mercantile with his purchases and headed
out of town.

His ship was cloaked and off the beaten
path—somewhat further than the pile of junk he had just paid an
absurd amount of money for passage on, but he had thought of a few
essentials he did not want to leave behind.

He picked up a shadow before he had even
gotten out of town.

One of the ‘missing’ crew members he had no
doubt.

He didn’t slow or look behind him, but he
altered course from his original target since he had no intention
of alerting the bastard and none of taking him to his ship on the
off chance that his prey slipped through his fingers.

Not likely, but then there was always chance
to consider.

What were the chances, after all, that the
fates would lead him unerringly to a little human female that would
throw a wrench in his carefully laid plans?

Practically nil, he thought—and yet it was
becoming more and more clear to him that that was exactly what had
happened.

He did not know her name.

He had not seen her clearly enough to
determine what she looked like—how old she might be, how young, how
pretty or how ugly—if she had a body that appealed to him or one
that left him cold.

He had not gotten close enough to be caught
up in chemical attraction, he did not believe.

If he had been, the disgusting scents of the
males that accompanied her had drowned it out.

And yet it teased at his mind that he was
about to find out and he was so focused on the fear and hopefulness
that he had found salvation from the torment that Dalia had left
him in that he could barely think straight.

That was why when the stupid bastard attacked
him, he died.

There had been no intent to kill.

There never was.

In some ways, none of them had advanced
completely. They were still governed by the laws of man that
prohibited them from harming a human—regardless of the
provocation.

But the bastard had stabbed him in the back
and pain had knifed through him and then he had snatched the knife
out and stabbed him in the heart quicker than thought.

His thought—which was many times faster than
human thought.

The man was dead minutes before his brain
caught up to it.

“Why were you sent?” he growled.

The man coughed up blood. “Tol … follow.”

Reuel almost reeled from that, but he
collected himself. “You stabbed me in the back, you stupid
fuck!”

“Cap thought you up to somethin’,” he grunted
out before he expired.

Reuel didn’t know what pissed him off
more—the fact that he now had a body to get rid of and a hole in
his back—and more specifically his disguise since his back would
heal and the gods damned clothes wouldn’t. Or if it was the
indication that he had fucked up somehow and given himself
away.

Age and experience had done nothing to
improve him, he thought with disgust.

But perhaps he had given nothing away?

He had not judged the bastard as being
particularly intelligent—but he had seen that he was sly. Perhaps
that was all it took? He would expect others to behave and think as
he did?

Dismissing it, he glanced around to make
certain the exchange had not been observed and then hefted the body
and headed deeper into the brush, dug a shallow grave and covered
the body. When he had finished, he lifted his head to gauge the
sun’s progress and then strode quickly to his ship.

Covered in blood and dirt from the encounter,
he had to bathe and change.

Unfortunately, he had only the one hooded
cape and face mask.

He threw them into the laundry and headed
into the ship to gather the things he had gone after—a short saber
for his boot and a fazer. A couple of changes of clothing followed
the growing pile.

He paused over the vid Dalia had left for
him.

The gods damned vid Claire had found and
shown to Giles.

It was not her fault that he had kept
it to remind himself of his mistakes, that he had destroyed
his hopes of a future.

He did not need it anymore, he told himself.
It had completed what Dalia had set into motion. She was gone and
the children had found the file that would allow them to find their
mother and they were gone.

Because he had seen to it that she was
tracked and he had kept the gods damned data when he should
have destroyed it.

But, after glancing outside and judging the
position of the sun, he turned it on and stared at the screen as
Dalia’s face came into focus.

“I do not love you. I never loved you
although I managed to convince myself for a while that the passion
we shared was love. I accepted. I did what seemed the
logical thing. I believed I would feel something—in time. I did
not. Not the affection I hoped for. Not hate either, but I just
cannot forgive you for what you did to me.”

“That wounded … once upon a time. It no
longer stings,” he said, because his pride was all he had left and
he needed that.

He watched her swallow—as if she felt
something—in spite of what she had said, but that was his
problem, too. He had always managed to convince himself that she
really did care—whatever she said.

They had had children together. The children
bound them, did they not?

Clearly not.

“I will not contract again. I fulfilled my
end of the bargain to the best of my ability. I am leaving with
Pierce and our child. I will not fight you for yours … not only
because I know you will never give them up, but also because I know
if I did take them I would always be looking over my shoulder, that
you would follow me however long it took to get them back.”

Turning the machine off, he tossed it into a
corner of the room angrily, looked around for the things he had
gathered and bundled them. His cape and mask were still damp, but
he put them on and headed out, making certain the ship was
protected from discovery by the cloaking device until he could
return.

To his surprise, the anger did not last
long.

He had walked it off before he reached the
edge of town.

The pain of loss had gone with it.

Perhaps, he thought, this was all he had
really needed—to severe the ties, finally, and completely, so that
he could try to rediscover the purpose that had led him away from
death on Xeno-12?

* * * *

Eva was so distracted by the passengers and
her anxiety that her father might be plotting something that she
completely forgot that she’d meant to bathe while all of the men
were gone. She didn’t dare try to bathe when there was any chance
of running into them—not an all over bath. Mostly she was just
stuck with bathing off with a wet cloth and a pan of water.

But she desperately wanted to wash the
coloring out of her hair that her father had given her to make her
look like an old woman—or rather the lack of color, because it was
white.

And it felt disgusting in her hair.

Rushing around her cabin, she grabbed up what
she needed.

Except a change of clothing. She didn’t feel
like she could afford to take the time for a search when she had so
little to her name.

When she’d bundled it, she opened her door,
stuck her head out and listened intently.

Relieved when all she heard was the
passengers talking quietly in their cabin, she dashed down to the
shower room, plucking the fasteners of her clothing open as she
went.

She barely waited for the water to warm
before she thrust her head under the spray, added shampoo and
started scrubbing. She had to lather it three times to get most of
the stuff out of her hair—hopefully all—but she wasn’t willing to
soap her hair up a fourth time.

Adding soap to her washing cloth, she
scrubbed all over as quickly as she could, rinsed and leapt
out.

Her hands were shaking from nerves by the
time she’d gathered all of her belongings, bundled them together,
and then wrapped up in a towel for the dash to her cabin.

She couldn’t decide if she heard movements
indicating the men had returned or not, but she was moving faster
and faster as she crossed the shower room until she was just shy of
running when she bounded through the door.

There was wall there that hadn’t been there
the last time she’d gone through it.

She slammed into it.

It didn’t move.

And she ricocheted off of it, following
roughly the same path she’d just covered.

Something grabbed her, snatched her back from
disaster, but she had no time to assimilate the motive, whether
benign or with evil intent.

Hands.

Uttering primal grunts and squeals, she went
into startled feline mode, trying to dig a hole through the wall
blocking her path.

OEBPS/cover.jpg





