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Chapter One

Jade had paced her tiny apartment until
she was a little surprised she hadn’t worn a trail from the front
door to the window. The exercise had done nothing to uncoil the
tension inside of her, though. In point of fact, it had increased
steadily until she was wound so tightly she almost felt like she
could have launched without the damned ship.

It might have been different if she’d
actually wanted to go.

She’d done her best to convince herself
that she did—at least on some levels.

It would be best for her and the
babies. And she wouldn’t have to deal with her ex-bastard
anymore.

It seemed to mean better opportunities
for her and for her girls.

Earth might be home but it wasn’t a
great place to rear a family anymore—anywhere on Earth that she
knew of.

It hadn’t been when she’d come along
herself and it certainly hadn’t improved in the nearly thirty years
since her birth.

If there’d been doubt in
her mind as to whether it was just depression and her skewed
perceptions that made it seem
like things were getting worse a lot faster than
any of the things the government had come up with to ‘improve’ the
state of the country, the draft—which followed the first attempt to
remove the excess population—the land lottery—had convinced her it
wasn’t just in her head.

When attempts to entice the poor hadn’t
convinced more than a handful to leap at the ‘opportunity’ of free
land and empty promises on a primitive planet far enough from Earth
nobody that went was likely ever to see it again, they’d gotten
down and dirty and begun ‘drafting’ colonists.

It was hard to ignore the fact that the
draft only included everyone below poverty level—starting with
street people—urban predators—and even actual convicts, although,
supposedly, they were non-violent offenders. Which suggested that
the ‘improvement’ the government was talking about rested on
getting rid of everybody at the bottom of the pyramid.

They’d enacted the colonist bill based
on ‘history’ almost nobody knew anything about—the UK’s answer to
overcrowded workhouses, debtor’s prisons, and street people. The
British had gathered up all the poor they could pack into ships,
hauled them across the ocean, and dumped them on the doorstep of
the Spanish colony of Florida to make themselves useful by
protecting the rich colonists to the north of them.

The New Deal colonist program was a
future for people who didn’t have one.

Each colonist was to be given a whole
quarter acre of land, a temporary hab, and food and other supplies
for an entire year.

Which they’d be able to pay back, along
with the cost of transportation, in goods from their labor once
they’d established a vigorous trade with the homeland.

The government would only be taking a
tithe of whatever they produced, per growing season, as payment on
the ‘government loan’ most of them, including her and her mother,
didn’t want to start with.

A fresh dollop of uneasiness slithered
through her at the mental prompt. She checked the time
again.

She was torn, then, between concern
about her mother and worry that they—she and the babies—would miss
the launch.

Not that her mother was known for being
punctual—far from it—but this situation wasn’t one where it would
be overlooked if she was late.

If they missed the ship, they were
liable to both end up in jail until the next launch.

That thought directed her attention to
the pair of sleeping infants.

They’d drop her babies in the
government black hole and she might never get them back.

Maybe, she thought, she should just
grab the babies and head for the space port?

She wouldn’t be able to take any of the
things she desperately needed, though—hers or theirs.

Leaving hers would be a serious
inconvenience, but most of the baby stuff was life or death. They
had to have it, and she didn’t trust the bastards heading up the
colony to have enough to take care of them.

She breast fed—because everything else
was dangerously unreliable, including her income.

But she’d had twins.

She just wasn’t producing
enough milk for two. She had
to supplement with formula.

She didn’t live that far from the space
port, but she wasn’t confident that she could carry both babies and
the baby bag filled with bottles, formula and diapers that
far.

She supposed she was going to have to
try if her mother didn’t show pretty damned quickly.

Maybe she could manage the diaper bag
and both babies?

She was almost tempted to see if she
could locate their father and try to convince him to help
her.

Almost.

He would expect to get paid,
though.

Barnard didn’t do anything out of the
goodness of his heart.

He’d expect to get laid and clean her
out to boot—clean out her wallet and go through all of her stuff
looking for more, or something he could sell for more.

She studied the babies
worriedly.

They were fat little cherubs—now.
They’d been a little underweight at birth, but they’d made up for
it and then some.

Beyond the weight, though, they really
hadn’t developed to the point that they could hold on and help
support their weight.

She’d counted on her mom’s
help.

And the robot she’d gotten, the Herc
500 she’d said she was getting.

Not that she had approved of it—the
purchase or the fact that her mother had cashed in her life
insurance to buy it.

But of course her mother
didn’t actually listen to her. She had a point,
anyway.

They were being shipped across the
galaxy. It wasn’t likely the insurance would pay up at any point
when they knew her and her mother had left Earth, and beyond that,
it was the only means her mother had to come up with travel
money.

It was the acquisition of the robot
that had worried her—because even ‘hot’ the damned thing had cost a
huge chunk of her mother’s emergency funds. And, since it was black
market, there would be nobody willing to fix it if it broke down—on
Earth. And certainly not when they got to the back side of nowhere.
Sure it would be great to have ‘male’ help with the heavy
lifting—if it was reliable, but she was afraid it wouldn’t
be—wasn’t.

* * * *

He did not know what he was, but he was
almost one hundred percent certain that he was not a Herc—of any
model.

Unless, perhaps, it was the four
hundred series? Which was a modified CS.

That did not seem right either,
although ….

Something teased at the fringes of his
mind, had been trembling there on the verge of surging forth with
enlightenment since he had woken in the shop of the thieving
bastard.

There were … fragments of memories. But
although he worked to fit them together, he only managed to connect
one here and there and he still could not see enough of the picture
to know, positively, what it was in his past that had been …
concealed from him.

By someone.

Not the thieving bastard.

The tech that worked for him, he
decided.

On orders from the thieving
bastard.

To prevent him from …. He was not
certain of that either.

The desire to wreak mayhem upon them
was strong.

He fought it back because there was
alarm that surfaced with those urges, the certainty that he had
only barely escaped extinction and that yielding to his urges would
bring him once more to the attention of the destroyers.

When he was … hampered from
self-protection because of whatever they had done to
him.

He had not figured it out when the
woman came to buy him.

He could not decide how he felt about
that … except that he knew at once that it was a chance to escape
the thieving bastard and he was anxious to do that.

And the woman … she was a pretty little
thing, he decided.

Friendly.

Sweet.

Out of her depth.

She made him feel many things that he
did not completely understand and was not certain he
liked.

The thieving bastard was going to cheat
her. He was convinced of it.

She surprised him.

She wanted him.

He could see that when she met his
gaze, but she would not allow the thieving bastard to take
advantage.

As delicate as she looked, as innocent,
there was steel in her, cleverness.

She smiled up at him as they left the
shop with her bill of sale. “My daughter will be very pleased with
you,” she said complacently.

He turned that over in his mind
curiously. “Why?” he asked finally, uneasy at the suggestion that
she had not bought him for herself.

She chuckled. “I don’t think she’ll be
able to resist you. She thinks she’s still in love with the bastard
that knocked her up and left her to bear the burden of her …
impulsiveness by herself. But there’s the babies, now, and no one
to help with them but me and no man willing to take on the
responsibility. She needs a man … for all of the things men are
supposed to bring to a partnership. One that can be
trusted.”

He struggled with her chatter, feeling
a stirring of some very strange sensations. “I am to bind her?” he
asked doubtfully.

She whipped a sharp look at him and
then frowned at him. “Certainly not—not the way I think you
mean.”

“You said that she would
not be able to resist. I am to overpower her?”

She uttered a sound he could not
identify. “Engage her affection.”

That statement stunned him. He felt
perfectly blank. “I am? How?”

To his relief, her good mood returned.
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You have AI.”

He frowned. “I do?”

“Yes! And you have the
programming to be a companion. You have sex-droid programming, and
child care programming. You are strong and programmed to protect.
You are perfect for my Jade. She’ll need you where we’re going. You
were worth every penny. Just between me and you, I was willing to
go higher. I’m glad I managed to talk the thieving bastard down,
though. I’ve still got a little nest egg for when we get
there.”

Uneasiness flickered through him when
he had searched for that programming and did not find it. He did
not want to tell her that he did not. The fear instantly rose in
him that she would take him back to the thieving bastard and demand
her money back.

But he could not lie to her and say
that he had the programming when he did not.

Thankfully, it occurred to
him that she had said he did. She had not asked him if he did.

He could say nothing and she would not
know and it would not be lying.

He still was not entirely comfortable
when he knew that she expected him to have it and she would be …
angry and possibly disappointed when she discovered he did not. And
he did not want her to be angry and he thought he would be more …
disturbed if she was disappointed when she had seemed to think her
daughter would be very happy to have him.

Thankfully, they had reached a very
tall building and she was distracted from asking him if he had the
programming she wanted. When she had keyed in a security code on a
pad beside the entrance, the outer door popped open, and he
followed her inside. She walked briskly to the elevator about
halfway down a narrow, filthy hallway and punched the
button.

A touch of amusement flickered through
him when he found he had to stride briskly to keep up with her
despite her short little legs.

She was so lively and quick he thought
she was …. He paused to search for the word he wanted …
adorable.

She glanced up at him as he entered the
cubicle behind her and did a double take. “Lordy! If I was younger
…!”

The comment confused him. “I do not
understand the correlation,” he said finally when he realized she
had no intention of explaining the comment—or finishing
it.

Her face heated.

He decided it was a reaction of
discomfort, but he still did not understand.

He thought, though, that it was
something he wished to know. It made his heart flutter strangely
and uncomfortably, but it almost seemed … a promise of good things
if only he could figure out what she meant.

Her apartment, he saw when she had led
him inside, was … in disarray. His first thought was that her home
had been invaded and things taken, but then he discovered she had
packed everything into boxes. “We are … moving?”

She glanced at him, dragged in a deep
breath and exhaled it. “We’ve been selected to become colonists.
Well! Actually, my daughter, Jade. I got booted on a medical. But
I’m damned well not letting the bastards send her off without me!”
She gave him a hard look. “Don’t tell her that!”

“I cannot lie.”

“Omit. Just don’t offer
the information. Got that?”

“Affirmative.” He relaxed
fractionally.

It was premature.

“You didn’t answer. You do
have all the programming I mentioned, right?”

Dismay flickered through him. “There
are … inhibitors. I am not able to fully access my
files.”

Her lips tightened. “You think that man
did something?”

“I cannot ascertain that.
I woke in his work room and I was unable to fully access …
programming. Since you asked, I have managed to discover some Sims.
I believe they are Sims,” he added after staring at her for a long
moment. “I would be willing to demonstrate the sex-droid Sims if
you like. And then you could decide if I have what I need or
not.”

That time when her face reddened, it
seemed like discomfort rather than the angry he had seen before.
She bit her lip. Her beautiful green eyes … danced
merrily.

He had the sense that she was
amused.

“That’s … so
tempting!”

She did not mean that. He was certain
she did not.

The emotions that rose from that were
not pleasant ones.

Anger and disappointment.

“I would
like to demonstrate,” he
corrected himself.

She shook her head and patted his
shoulder. “We don’t have time,” she said when she’d checked. “We
should be down at the space port now. I need you to gather my
belongings and take them to the ship bound for Juno Colony. When
you’ve stowed everything in the hold, you’ll need to go to my
daughter’s apartment and help her to get her things to the ship.
I’ll give her a call and tell her to expect you. Your name is
Tristan now. You need to tell her that. She had a crush on a boy
named Tristan for years when she was a teenager. That’ll make nice
vibes for her. And she’ll be certain that I sent you so you won’t
scare her.”

“I am to escort you to the
port first?”

She shook her head. “No. I have to talk
to that bastard that lied to me about your programming and make him
cough it up. You just take care of the baggage, ok? And my daughter
and grandchildren.”

He studied her, feeling a sense of …
fear for her, he realized. “I would like to go with you to protect
you, mistress,” he said.

She patted his cheek. “Protective. I
like that. I knew you’d be perfect for my Jade. I can handle this
myself. Uh … don’t mention that to Jade either.”


Chapter Two

When Tristan arrived, there were noises
coming from the apartment that belonged to his mistress’ daughter,
Jade.

His companion.

He could not determine whether the
voices indicated that something was in progress that required
protection of Jade or not, but, once he had scanned the interior
with his infrared vision he decided it did.

Because anger enveloped him.

Jade was struggling with a
male.

Or the male was trying to fuck
her.

He removed the barrier and tossed it
aside. Striding into the apartment, he grabbed the male around the
throat with one hand when the male shoved Jade away and launched
himself at him, and then lifted the male to his toes. Then he fixed
Jade with an assessing look, searching for injury. “You are
injured?” he asked when he could see nothing.

Jade gaped at him.

Actually, the question, or statement
barely created a ripple. She’d whipped a look at the massive male
striding into her apartment and frozen in shock.

Well, and terror.

She blinked at him while she tried to
‘translate’ the words into something her brain could
process.

After a long pause, while her ex made
like a cat, gyrating and throwing his arms out in every direction
in an effort to fight his way free, the behemoth turned, strode to
her door—doorway, the place where it had been—and pitched her ex
into the hallway.

Then he returned to her. “I am Tristan.
My mistress, your mother, sent me to remove you to the
ship.”

Jade hadn’t even had time to recover
from the first shocks.

He was a
Herc?
This was the Herc her
mother had purchased for them, she thought, gaping at him in
absolute stunned awe.

He’d removed her ex without even
ruffling the long, beautiful golden hair that swirled around his
impossibly broad shoulders—or breathing hard.

She glanced toward the doorway when she
heard a sound and was just in time to see Barnard scramble to his
feet and take off.

The bastard!

It pierced her shock, though. She
sucked in a shaky breath and released it slowly.
“Tristan?”

He tilted his head slightly, studying
her. “This is the name your mother gave me so that you would know
she sent me.”

God! His voice was so
dreamy!

He was.

Her thrill took a nosedive.

He was a Herc.

Damn it!

Of course he was! No real live man
would look like he did and act like … some sort of super
hero.

“Did you know he was …. He
was ….”

His perfect brows descended into a
frown. “He was …?”

She blinked at the rumbling growl that
issued from his deep chest with the question. “Never mind.” She
turned away from him and managed to collect her wits.

The babies, who’d been screaming their
heads off while she wrestled with Barnard, looked as stunned by
Tristan as she was. They’d broken off the screaming and were
staring at him wide eyed.

Tristan approached her and stood
looking down at them. “These are the grandchildren?”

“Yes. My daughters Elise
and Elena. The bags I’m taking are there,” she added, pointing to
the stack.

When she glanced back at him, it was in
time to see him tuck Elena next to Elise in one arm.

A shockwave rolled over her, too
debilitating to react to the mother instincts that shot through her
in a knee weakening jolt of adrenaline. “Oh! I can carry them!” she
gasped as he moved from the crib to the bags and picked up both
with his ‘free’ hand.

He turned to look at her, scanned her
from the top of her head to her toes and obviously arrived at the
conclusion that she couldn’t.

Which, she couldn’t.

That was why she’d broken down and
called that bastard Barnard to ask him to help her get them to the
ship!

He set the bags down.

Instead of handing off the babies,
though, he took the diaper bag from her, slung it over his
shoulder, and picked up the bags again. Then he strode to the door
and went out.

It took Jade a few moments to react. By
the time she did, he was halfway to the lift with her babies and
all she had to her name in worldly possessions.

Thankfully, he held the door for
her.

There were maybe a half dozen people on
the lift already.

They bailed out, leaving him in sole
possession of it.

Jade joined him in the cubicle. “I can
carry them.”

“You cannot.” He looked at
the infants assessingly. “They are not … distressed.”

Because, Jade thought, they were
terrified. She discovered, though, when she’d studied their little
faces that their expressions looked far more like
fascination.

Both of them were still hiccoughing
from the fright Barnard had given them when he’d grabbed her and
dove onto her bed with her, and she thought they hadn’t decided
whether Tristan was a threat or not.

She thought not.

She hoped not, because she realized she
wouldn’t be able to get them away from him without possibly hurting
them herself unless he wanted to give them to her.

And she didn’t want to scare them
unnecessarily.

She was vastly uneasy, though, as they
left the elevator and headed out of the building.

She trotted alongside of him all the
way to the spaceport—which was about three blocks from her
apartment—arriving breathless and virtually useless.

Of course, she would’ve been
anyway.

Barnard had overpowered her and he
wasn’t even nearly as big and strong as Tristan was.

It was something of a relief that there
was a line of people waiting to check in when she’d been afraid the
ship would leave without them.

And that she would be in trouble
because she’d failed to show.

She had time to calm her nerves and
catch her breath to keep from passing out before she reached the
check in.

She looked around for her mother when
it finally dawned on her that her mother wasn’t with them or within
sight. “I don’t see mom. Is she already on the ship?”

“I do not
know.”

A jolt went through Jade. “What do you
mean? You don’t know?”

“She said to me that she
had something to do and that I was to go to you and help you get on
the ship when I had brought her things here and stowed them in the
hold.”

Jade gaped at him in dismay. “What sort
of something?”

Tristan stared down at her, struggling
with his mistress’ order not to tell her daughter, trying to
formulate a response that would not be a lie.

He had a reprieve.

The line was moving much faster than he
had thought it would. They reached the person that was checking
passengers.

“Name?” the man asked in a
bored voice.

“Jade Chism and family
unit,” she responded a little shakily. Her mother had said
everything was arranged and she didn’t need to worry about it, but
she wasn’t convinced when the man looked her, Tristan, and the
babies over.

“Names?”

“My daughters, Elise and
Elena and … uh … companion Tristan.” She felt her face heat with
discomfort when she introduced Tristan as her companion, but her
mother had said she must.

The agent stared at the screen. “I
don’t have Tristan listed as your companion.”

Dismay flickered through Jade—and just
a tiny bit of doubt.

Ok, more than a little,
but he had said he was Tristan and her mother had said that he was
called Tristan. Even if he looked nothing like the machine she’d
expected, he had to be the right one.

That, thankfully, produced a possible
explanation.

“He must be listed as my
mother’s companion, I think. Mariah Chism. He’s our companion.”

He looked at the list again. “Oh.
Sorry. He’s here. You are on level ten, cabin 1060.”

Jade was weak with relief as they were
dismissed.

It produced a flicker of anger. “Like
they’re going to turn down anybody that wants to go,” she said
wryly. “I bet almost nobody that’s here wants to go and would be
happy to give up their spot for somebody else.”

Thankfully, they were able to get on an
elevator to reach their level.

She didn’t know about Tristan, but she
was tired.

She’d paced her apartment nervously for
what had seemed at least an hour before the fear that she’d miss
the launch had driven her to call Barnard. Then, even though she
hadn’t really believed he would try to force her to ‘pay’ in sex,
he’d acted as if she’d made a booty call and tried to jump her
bones almost the moment he arrived.

Well, actually the moment she let the
bastard in the door.

She’d never been able to convince him
she didn’t like it rough—or he’d just dismissed her complaints
because he did and he had no intention of catering to her
wishes.

He’d slammed her up against the wall
hard enough to give her whiplash and tried to choke her with his
tongue and then dragged her to the bed and fell into it with her
despite the protests she’d made every time she got the chance to
come up for air.
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