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"You have a visitor, Allysha." Albert, the apartment’s Information System, pronounced the fact in its usual measured tone.

"Who is it?" Allysha mumbled, rolling over. "And what time is it?" She buried her head back into the pillow.

"The time is ten hundred hours and the visitor is Grand Admiral Saahren."

Saahren. Oh, buckrats. She’d spent the night dreaming about him. Just when she thought she’d consigned him to history. And now he shows up. "Tell him I don’t want to see him." She tugged the sheet back up over her shoulder.

"That’s too bad. You’ll have to."

Allysha’s eyes snapped open. He stood by the bed, looking down at her, wearing simple blue trousers and a white shirt that accentuated his dark skin and black hair. Brad Stone revived. Her skin tingled while scenes from those erotic dreams tried to replay in her mind. She pushed them away. The physical attraction was strong as ever but that was just physical. She didn’t like the man. He wasn’t Brad Stone; never had been. He was Grand Admiral Chaka Saahren who had bombarded a civilian planet, killing billions of innocent victims, one of them her father.

She clutched the sheet tight to her chin, conscious of her nakedness. "How did you get in here?"

Saahren chuckled. "I opened the door and walked in. Usual sort of thing."

"You’re not authorized to do that."

"I gave myself the authority. Come on, we’re going out."

"No, we’re not. Don’t you have to obey privacy rules? Can you just walk into anybody’s bedroom?"

He sat down on the edge of the bed. "For anyone who’s part of the Fleet, I probably could, but I expect it wouldn’t be a good idea."

Making sure she kept the sheet up under her chin, she wriggled herself up to a sitting position. "But it’s okay for me?"

"It’s already after ten on a wonderful Tenday. I’m going to get Albert to make me some kaff. If you’re not out of bed when I come back in here, I’ll personally remove you." His eyes sparkled as he smiled. "I might enjoy that. Why don’t you just stay there?"

"Oooh, get out of here." She waved him away. The sheet slithered down from her breast and she snatched it back up. Not that he would have seen anything he hadn’t seen before.

He chuckled as he went but he closed the door behind him.

Allysha jumped out of bed and swung a robe around herself. Erotic dreams and now this; the man himself, coming in here bold as brass as if he had some sort of right. Well, she wasn’t having it. She tied the cord at her waist.

Brewing kaff assailed her nose as soon as she opened the bedroom door. Saahren, relaxed and confident, stood at her window, looking out across the gardens. "Nice place," he said. "A view, easy walk to the office."

The apartment was magnificent, much nicer than anything Allysha had in Shernish, back home on Carnessa. Elegant and well appointed, it boasted a large bedroom, a study and a fully functional kitchen. The living room contained a separate dining area and a built-in bar flanked the short passage that led to the front door. She had selected a palette of ocean tones from the available color schemes. Pale green walls blended with sea green carpet and the furniture and window coverings were the ivory of sea foam. The colors, at least, reminded her of home.

"Yes, very suitable." He put his head to one side. "No personality, though. There’s nothing of you here."

"Why would there be? I’ll be gone in a few months. Anyway, why are you here? I don’t want to see you. I thought I’d made that clear."

"Yes." He strolled to sit down in one of the armchairs. "I have to say, I still find your attitude odd. How’s your back? No lingering side effects?"

Oh, that again. "Look, I told you before, it was instinctive. I just... did it."

Dived across in front of Saahren when a mad gunman turned a weapon on him. Tesso, the Ptorix ambassador’s translator, had just killed his employer after being personally implicated in the massacre of three thousand Ptorix miners on a remote planet, a massacre of which Saahren had been accused. Her action was instinctive but in the quiet of the night Allysha knew she might not have done the same thing if, say, President Galbraith was the assassin’s target. She wasn’t going to tell him that.

"And I am grateful, Allysha. I have tried several times to express my gratitude but you won’t let me."

He had. He’d sent her flowers and she’d put them in the disposal, he’d sent her jewelry and she’d sent it back to him. She refused to talk to him except about work. She’d refused an invitation to his inauguration as the newest grand admiral. She hadn’t heard from him for two weeks, thought he’d finally given up. Until now.

"Okay, you’ve said it. Now will you please leave? This is my day off."

"I thought we might spend the day together. I want to know if mamangs combine well with curry."

Oh, buckrats. She’d said that when she first tasted the flesh of mamangs, back on Tisyphor. They were delicious. Memories flooded. The mountain garden, eating mamangs on the lawn by the waterfall. She could almost taste them in her mouth. That was when they’d first made love. Don’t go there.

"Where can we get them in Malmos?" Damnation, she’d agreed. Without hesitation. "It doesn’t matter. I’m not going. You have no right and you can’t make me."

His smile was slow, showing teeth. "Kaff before you shower, or after? Can I help you with your robe?"

She looked down at her garment, following his eyes. The cord had loosened. Saahren stared at her cleavage and passed his tongue slowly between his lips. His eyes were hot. Flushing, Allysha fled to the washroom. "After," she said over her shoulder. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. She might as well humor him; he’d leave soon enough, back to his battle cruiser and then she could get back to her own life.

Showered and dressed, she returned to the living room to find Saahren watching a news broadcast.

"Turn it off, Albert, and make some more kaff," he said when Allysha appeared. He shook his head. "Tell me why it takes so long for a woman to get dressed."

"Because I haven’t done. . . what d’you call it. . . boot camp training." Although she had to admit, she’d taken longer than usual. What to wear seemed more complicated. Casual, but not too casual. Nice, but not too revealing. In the end she’d settled for tailored black pants and a green shirt. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders but she’d applied just a little eye makeup. Not for him, though.

He fetched the kaff and sat opposite her at the dining table. "I like the shirt. It matches your eyes."

That was why she bought it. But she wasn't going to admit it to him. She sipped her kaff. "So what’s the plan, Admiral? Since it’s clear I have to obey orders."

"We’ll make a day of it, do some ordinary things, visit a few places. You haven’t been out much since you’ve been here."

"Are you having me followed?"

"Let’s just say I keep myself informed about your movements."

Damn him. "I hate this, you know that? You know everything about me, whether I want you to or not."

His smile was reflective. "Not everything. There are things that only you can tell me."

She gulped down the rest of her kaff and took the cup to the kleendish in the kitchen. He was every bit as unsuitable as Sean had been; just differently unsuitable. They'd both told her lies, both used her, both told her they loved her. She’d learned her lesson. Love was for losers.

She set the cups in the appliance and closed the door. Just for a moment she wondered what had happened to her estranged husband. But only for a moment. She hoped he'd escaped from van Tongeren and his people. Sean was such an idiot. He'd been out of his depth with such a bad crowd. Good luck to him. It did mean the divorce would have to wait until she'd found him again, but with Saahren hovering around, that might not be such a bad thing.

"Well, come on," she said, striding back to the living room. "If we’re going to do this, let’s go. You can buy me breakfast."

"I have a skimmer on the thirtieth level."

He went out the front door first and waited for her to lock up. In the parking area he wove his way between the vehicles to a slightly battered blue Lysanda convertible with its top open. The model was probably five years old.

"Oh. I would have expected you to drive a TL 200 or something."

He laughed as he opened the door for her. "This isn’t mine. I don’t even own a skimmer, as a matter of fact. I don’t get to drive myself very often. If I want a vehicle, I just requisition one. Where we’re headed a TL 200 would stand out like jaykka ferns in the desert. And probably wouldn’t be there when we got back."

"Where does this come from?" she asked, sliding into the passenger seat.

"FI. They have quite a few vehicles of different types for undercover operations."

Fleet Intelligence. That would be right, all organized with his good friend—and her boss—Admiral Vlad Leonov. She wondered if Vlad knew about this... this raid. Huh. Of course he did.

Saahren punched in a location and let the machine’s IS make its way out into the traffic. The ordered sky-ways were busy. Malmos was busy thirty hours a day, every day.

"Where are we going?"

"To the city markets in a suburb called Cusang. Right out on the edges of the manufacturing district on the other side of the city."

They passed the Fleet admin buildings and the parliamentary complex and headed toward the mountains. What magnificent weather, warm without being hot, the sky a brilliant blue vault, the sunlight sparkling on distant snow caps. Saahren left the Lysanda’s top down and the wind ruffled Allysha’s hair, reminding her of a warm summer’s day on the beachfront at Shernish port.

"What are you thinking?"

"Summer days in Shernish. I can’t wait to go home."

"Why? What put the thought in your mind?"

She shrugged and told him. Warmth, wind in her hair, the talk of food. The conversation drifted to restaurants and cooking and what people ate in Shernish and how it might be cooked. He listened and asked questions as the cityscape changed around them. The buildings were lower and market gardens instead of parks filled the space between them. Long strips of different vegetables created a patchwork quilt of texture and color. Allysha hardly noticed.

***
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PYNDREES EASED THE skimmer into the traffic a few vehicles behind the Lysanda. "Did you know she has a boyfriend?"

"No. But she’s a good-looking woman and the place is full of men." Sean wondered if Allysha had had boyfriends in Shernish. He hadn’t taken much notice of what she did—apart from the credits coming in. He hadn’t actually seen much of her at all, the past few years. Foolish of him, really. His wife was lovely, without a doubt, but she didn’t really seem to much want his company. She could hardly blame him for consoling himself with other women.

He rubbed his face and wished he could shave. The stupid little beard itched. But Liam McNeill, lately of Ullnish, had a beard. At least he did while he was alive. The face shapers had reversed Sean’s depilatory around his chin, plumped out his cheeks and thinned his hair. He wore a voice modulator inside a tooth and his eyes were temporarily dyed blue. No need to tell the Feds Sean O’Reilly was in town. Ironic, really. He’d gone to a body shaper to avoid the Feds. A pity he hadn’t known that particular body shaper was an agent for the Galactic People’s Republic. At least he’d been able to persuade Tepich to let him try again to deliver Allysha. He very much doubted the late Gerrit van Tongeren would have given him another chance.

"They seem to be leaving the city," Pyndrees said.

Sean grunted. "If you get an opportunity, get rid of him and grab her."

The sooner he was out of here, the better he’d like it. Malmos made him nervous. Besides, he didn’t like having to stay in a down-market hotel where the room was essentially a large drawer with a bed in it. He’d developed a taste for first class travel and swish hotels. He didn’t much like Pyndrees, either. The man was a professional crook, tough and experienced. Tepich had provided him, ostensibly to help Sean on Malmos. Sean thought sourly he might just have another role, to keep an eye on Sean. He kept his eyes on the Lysanda, three in front.

Pyndrees followed carefully. He pulled off the sky-way occasionally and caught up with the traffic in another lane or let other vehicles overtake him but the Lysanda was always in sight. Where would she be going? Somewhere out of town, obviously.

"Whoops. Time to go." Pyndrees steered the skimmer off the sky-way and headed toward one of the industrial hubs as though the place had always been his intended destination.
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"What are you doing? They’re still going that way." Sean pointed down the sky-way where the Lysanda was a rapidly receding speck.

"Too much competition. One’s on our tail now."

"What? What do you mean?"

"No, don’t look, idiot. A black Ventra, four back." Pyndrees checked their whereabouts on the console. "There’s a factory here that makes glassware. We’ll go there."

"Why?"

"Because my cover is as a buyer for the Quartermaster chain on Hildebrand."

Sure, that made sense. Us, officer? Just a couple of tradespeople doing business.

After Pyndrees had parked he and Sean went into the factory’s office. Pyndrees talked to the person at the counter while Sean positioned himself so he could see the door. The black Ventra cruised into the parking area and landed behind Pyndrees’s vehicle. Uh-oh. Sean strolled casually over to Pyndrees. "They’re on their way."

Pyndrees turned away from the counter. "We’ll just have to tough it out," he muttered. In a louder voice he said, "The manager can talk to us tomorrow."

An unexceptional looking woman in blue trousers and a grey shirt approached them. Another man walked in and pretended to look over a display near the door. At least two of them. Probably more outside.

Sean and Pyndrees began to walk toward the exit but Grey-shirt intercepted them. "Excuse me, gents." Her smile didn't reflect in her eyes. She took a card out of her pocket and showed it to them. Plain clothes police. "Could I see your IDs, please?"

Sean frowned, puzzled but cooperative. "Certainly, officer." He accepted the read request transmitted to his implant. "I hope we haven’t inadvertently done something wrong? We’re both from off-world."

Pyndrees nodded, holding out his ID card.

She shook her head. "Not at all. This is just routine."

A brief vacant look came over the police officer’s face as she recorded the details on her implant. The adrenalin sang in Sean's veins but he exuded affable wariness. He’d played this game many times before, but not on a Confederacy planet. What if the IDs didn’t check out? He suppressed a sigh of relief as she handed the card back.

"Sorry to trouble you, gents. We’re looking for two people in a skimmer like yours. I apologize for any inconvenience."

"No trouble," Sean said. "I hope you find the skimmer you want. We’ll be on our way."

The black Ventra was still there when they took off.

"Find the nearest pub," Sean said. "I could use a drink."

Pyndrees nodded and complied. Luckily, the nearest pub was only a few blocks away. Sean pointed at the ramp to the underground carpark but Pyndrees had already worked that one out. The two men said nothing until they were out of their vehicle.

Sean put a finger to his lips, pulled what appeared to be a normal pen out of his pocket, then pressed the end. It lit up, pulsing at Pyndrees. He brought the device closer, homing in on the signal coming from the man's left breast.

Grinning, Pyndrees handed his ID card over, then watched as Sean located the micro-dot, removed it and slipped it onto the skimmer beside them. That had been a bit obvious. Sean flicked the pen again. This time the micro-dot was on Pyndrees's sleeve. He eased the tracker off, holding it on the end of the pen.

Pyndrees raised a hand and mouthed 'wait'. He fetched a probe from his gear, telescoped it under the vehicle beside them with the micro-dot attached and stuck the device under the chassis.

That would keep them guessing for a while. 'Let's go', Sean mouthed.

Pyndrees raised his eyebrows and pointed a finger at Sean's head. 'Your chip.'

Sean shook his head, jerked a thumb at the exit and pointed at another skimmer parked in a bay nearby.

Stealing the machine was child's play to a man like Pyndrees. He disarmed the activators, took them out, replaced them with a set of his own and started the engine. He took a moment to retrieve the recordings taken of the latest journey from his own skimmer before sliding into the driver's seat of the stolen machine. Sean jumped in beside him.

"Are you sure they can't track you via the chip? How does that work?" Pyndrees asked as they drove up the ramp.

You think I'd tell you? "Just a little something that disrupts the signal. It only works for me."

The man shot him an admiring glance. "Nice. I like that sensor you used to find the trackers, too. Where’d you get them?"

Allysha had designed them both, of course. He had asked her for the sensor that found trackers, just as he had asked her for a personal shield. She built the locator years ago, to help a Ptorix family find a missing relative. Sean saw the value of the device immediately and built one of his own in secret. It had proved useful more than once and now the tracker was set to react to Allysha’s chip. The disrupter was his own design, built to prevent anybody from tracking him via a satellite. He might not be as good as Allysha, but he was still pretty damned good.

Pyndrees sent the skimmer into the joining lane for the expressway back to the city.

"What are you doing?" Sean said. "You can pick up the Lysanda they’re in from the satellite, can’t you?"

"Yes, but I don't like the risk. As soon as we get anywhere near that Lysanda they'll recognize us. Better think again."

***
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THE MARKET PROVED TO be a vast building on the edge of the manufacturing district. Saahren and Allysha left the skimmer at the automatic parking station and joined the bustle in a hall crowded with shoppers, some carrying bags, some using personal trolleys to carve a path for themselves through busy aisles that receded into the distance.

Allysha stared around like a child in a sweet shop taking in the noise and color. Stall-holders spruiked their wares, shouting above the drone of voices. She heard snippets of conversation. 'No, Con. You’ve just had breakfast.' '... can’t believe how expensive beets are.' '... cheap shoes...' She caught the fragrance of flowers here, perfume there, the unmistakable smell of leather goods. People jostled as they pushed past her.

"This is amazing. There’s stuff here from everywhere."

"That’s right. But don’t get too involved. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry."

Saahren guided her through the throng out toward a food court. She extricated herself from his grip to find an unoccupied table while he bought the food. He came back with a loaded tray of steaming kaff and cylindrical rolls. They certainly smelled nice. Her mouth watered.

Saahren picked up a roll and crunched, hand cupped under his mouth to catch crumbs. Allysha bit into a delicious, creamy, spicy mixture of meat and vegetables in a crisp coating. She hadn’t realized she was so hungry. She finished two, licking her lips while Saahren finished a fourth.

He drained his kaff, wiped his mouth and pushed back his chair. "Come on. Let’s find the vegetables."

They strolled together down the aisles between stalls and shops. Allysha lingered often, fascinated by some obscure item of clothing or jewelry. If she had to be here, might as well enjoy herself. With a bit of luck, he’d be annoyed. But Saahren indulged her when she tarried, a slight smile on his face. A bolt of green material attracted her attention. It was exquisite, woven in an intricate, flowing design the Ptorix might have used, the details picked out in gold thread. She felt the texture with her fingers, soft but strong. It would drape beautifully.

"You buy, beautiful lady? Will go with your beautiful eyes." The woman named a price.

The material wasn’t cheap but Allysha could certainly afford to pay. Easily. But what was the point? She’d have to have a dress made to wear... where?

"Do you want it?" Saahren stood watching her, his head a little to one side, a smile lurking around his lips.

"If I want it, I’ll buy it." She certainly didn’t want him buying more expensive gifts for her. She remembered the necklace with a pang. The altari stones had glowed with their own inner light, enhanced by the soft gold of the setting. But she couldn’t keep it. Accepting a gift like that would have given him quite the wrong impression.

She smiled at the proprietor, shook her head and moved on, past cooking utensils and boots and shoes, musical instruments, and strange medical remedies using odd ingredients that had probably been part of some animal.

She drank it all in, a kaleidoscope of smells, sounds, colors, textures; some familiar, some exotic. Sometimes she wondered about particular items. Saahren could usually answer her questions. If he couldn’t, he asked the proprietor. He seemed to be so comfortable, fitting easily into such an apparently alien space, so different from the military. Once or twice people stared at him, or a couple of people shared a whispered conversation. Allysha imagined the discussion. Is that Grand Admiral Saahren? It sure looks like him. No, that’s silly. He wouldn’t be wandering around the Cusang market with some girl. They went about their business, almost disappointed.

The markets reminded her so much of Shernish, with its color, noise, smells. "I suppose, living in a high-class tower apartment, it's easy to forget that there’s ordinary people on this world, too, doing ordinary jobs."

He shook his head. "These are the people I work for. I protect their right to live their lives without threat. I never forget they’re here."

Allysha looked up at him. She hadn't realized she'd spoken aloud until he'd replied. He was deadly serious.

He cocked an eyebrow. "Mamangs?"

"I suppose. If we must." Allysha followed in his wake as he weaved his way through the shoppers. The fruit and vegetable department was as crowded and colorful as the rest of the market. Allysha trailed along in wide-eyed wonder until Saahren stopped at one stall. He picked through the pile of mamangs and gave the four he selected to the stall holder. He didn’t haggle, just paid the shopkeeper what he asked.

Allysha noticed the slight frown as the man looked at his customer. He suddenly grinned. "You know, you look an awful lot like Grand Admiral Saahren."

Saahren grinned in his turn. "If I had a penny for every time I’ve been told that, I’d be a rich man." He took the bag of fruit from the vendor and turned back to Allysha. "Come on, we’re off to the foothills."
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The stolen skimmer followed the flow of the traffic, not too fast, not too slow. Pyndrees, relaxed in the driver's seat, scratched his lip. "I wonder if the protection was for her or for him."

"For him? What for?" Sean said.

"Very senior officials—ministers, mayors, that sort of thing—sometimes have secret service escorts." Frowning, Pyndrees reached over and scanned back through the images of the Lysanda, retrieved from his vehicle. "There. These are pretty clear." He pulled out his comlink and fed in the data stream. The process took a few seconds. He pursed his lips, eyebrows arched. "Well, well."

"What?" Sean said.

"The system’s ninety-eight percent sure that the man in the skimmer is Grand Admiral Saahren himself." He chuckled. "Word was he can’t get it up."

Sean snorted. "I couldn’t care less." He wasn’t jealous; he’d long since realized he had no right to be. He wondered how she'd met him. Then again, she worked for the Star Fleet; the grand admiral could probably have his pick of the women there. He certainly would have, in a position like that. "Seems a bit odd, though. That's a crappy Lysanda. If it was Saahren wouldn't he be driving around in an escorted limo?"

Pyndrees pursed his lips. "Point. Maybe this guy's Saahren's body double."

"I’m not interested in him. I just want her." Sean wished it didn’t have to be this way. He didn’t want her hurt—but then, he didn’t want to die.

"Hmm. But Saahren's off-duty body double wouldn't have an escort. Might make things a little more difficult if it is Saahren." Pyndrees paused for a moment, considering. "Or a bit more interesting. I might mention it to Tepich."

Tepich. Sean almost shivered at the man’s name. No jolly fat man, Anton Tepich. He’d made the situation very clear; deliver Allysha, or forfeit your own life. Sean wished he knew what they wanted her for. Obviously some information system thing. He consoled himself with the thought that at least they wouldn’t harm her.

***
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ALLYSHA ENJOYED EVERY bit of the day, even when she tried hard not to. Saahren took her into the foothills and showed her waterfalls. That was predictable, really, reviving memories of times shared. They weren’t as impressive as the one that roared down the rocks on Tisyphor, though. Besides, on Tisyphor she had believed he was an ex-sergeant. She didn’t yet know he was lying to her.

From the hills they went down to the coast for lunch. She enjoyed sitting at a café on a jetty, watching the sea birds soar on the air currents while waves rolled in to shore.

Evening was approaching when he landed the skimmer outside a small, unremarkable restaurant in a poor part of town. A torn awning swayed in a gentle breeze but delectable, exotic smells wafted toward her.

He smiled at her raised eyebrows. "It might not look like much, but the food is wonderful."

The proprietor, an older man, greeted Saahren with a huge smile. "Good to see you again; very good." He flicked a glance at Allysha. "Especially with such a lovely lady."

"Yes. A very special lady. Somewhere private, Ayub?"

"Of course."

"He knows you?" Allysha squashed down the little worm of jealousy as they trailed in Ayub's wake along a corridor. Had he brought other girls here? What if he had? She couldn't possibly ask him.

"We go back to my days as a cadet at the Fleet Academy. His father ran the place then."

Ayub bowed them into a small room where they could eat away from the public eye and took the order himself, discussing the menu with Saahren to come up with a selection of dishes. Saahren handed the restaurateur the bag of mamangs and a bottle of wine which he’d stashed in a cooler bag in the Lysanda.

"Santorini white sydal," Ayub said, examining the label. "Excellent choice. I’ll open it for you."

He bustled out, returning soon with the bottle and two glasses.

"Smell it first," Saahren said, lifting the half-full glass to his nose.

"Mm. Citrusy? And sort of grassy." She sipped. "Oh, yum. And just a few little bubbles to tickle your tongue."

His eyes twinkled. "Very good. You’ll find it will complement the food."

So it did. Ayub brought in a tray of morsels on small plates and followed a little later with more dishes, all spicy, some hot to the palate, all delicious.

They finished the meal with the mamangs, expertly cut from the flesh and presented with an iced sorbet to freshen the palate.

Saahren paid Ayub and left a generous tip. "We’ll call again."

Oh we will, will we? He was so sure of himself. And she was so not sure.

They crossed the deserted road to the skimmer, parked under a street light. He opened the door for her, then went around the vehicle to the driver’s side. "And for a final treat, I’m going to show you Melchior’s moons from Lake Sylmander."

"Why is that a treat?"

"The moons are rarely all visible at the same time. Lake Sylmander is a magical spot at night."

"Oh." She knew about places like that. She'd been to a few, in her teens, parking under the stars on a warm summer night. Was that what he'd done, all those years ago?

Its canopy raised, the skimmer lifted above the rooftops and arced to the right, away from the city. Overhead two moons sailed through a cloudless sky. The third moon couldn’t have risen yet.

She glanced at him. He’d been so nice, so attentive and thoughtful. And so knowledgeable about so many things. Today had really been the first time she’d ever talked to him about anything but his work, and hers. Maybe she’d made a mistake about him, judged him unfairly? But then again, Jarrad Korns, the biologist she’d met on Tisyphor, had been nice and attentive, too. She’d trusted him, given him the musical instrument she’d found in the mine manager’s old quarters. It held sufficient saliva for him to resurrect the deadly virus that killed all the Ptorix on Tisyphor and then the nice people from the GPR schemed to release the disease in her home town of Shernish. She and Saahren had only just stopped them. That sort of thing made a girl a bit more cautious.

"When are you going back to Arcturus?" she asked.

"Early tomorrow."

Good. He’d leave and she could forget him. "Did you come back just to see me?"

"No. I return fairly regularly for meetings of the High Command and briefings with President McKinley or the defense minister." He grinned. "But I did stay an extra night just to see you. McKinley asked after you," he added. "Wanted to know if my beautiful Ptorix adviser with those wonderful eyes was fully recovered."

Heat rose in her face. She gazed at the scenery, trying to ignore his smile. Wow. He rubbed shoulders routinely with presidents and ministers and admirals but he was still on good terms with an ordinary guy in a family restaurant in a run-down suburb. You peeled off one layer of the man and there was another.

The skimmer zoomed across the last of the suburbs and over forest, dark and featureless. Soon, it descended into a vehicle park.

Saahren turned off the engine and jerked his head at a softly lit path that disappeared under the trees. "Lake Sylmander is just down there."

Two moons hung in the sky against a backdrop of stars. She glanced around, wondering where the third might be. She’d find out soon enough, she guessed. Saahren alighted, waiting for her. This could probably be a romantic interlude, if she let it happen. But she wouldn't. She needed to go home, go back to Shernish and sort herself out. She slid out of the vehicle.

They followed the path under the canopy to emerge at the lake’s edge where large, old trees hung their branches out over the water. A gauzy veil of mist drifted above the water’s surface glinting with silver light which could only come from the moons. From the lake’s shore all three were visible, two of them high in the sky, the third just rising above the trees.

"The largest one is Melkor," Saahren said, pointing. "It’s full tonight. Illassar is gibbous and over there is Hegnis, just rising and quarter full."

The reflected glow from the three different light sources made weird patterns on the water. Shadows overlapped, three different images with different intensity, like ghosts of each other. Allysha found it strange and eerie, yet peaceful. Carnessa had three moons, too, but they were in the same orbit and equidistant from each other.

She gazed around her, entranced. "I never imagined there were places like this so near Malmos."

"You haven’t looked. Every world has its beauties. Sometimes you have to take the time to find them."

She acknowledged the subtle criticism with a nod. He was right, of course. So far, she spent most of her free time feeling sorry for herself and wishing she was somewhere else.

They ambled along the path that led beside the lake, sometimes under the arching branches of the trees, sometimes across a clear space. Occasionally a rustle betrayed some animal, startled by their presence, as it scurried into the undergrowth. Hard to believe such a peaceful, tranquil place could exist so close to the center of the Confederacy.

Saahren took her arm briefly to lead her to a bench. For a moment she wondered what else he might try but he kept a distance between them. She recognized a pang of disappointment. He pointed out how the light changed as Hegnis, the smallest, fastest moving moon, caught up on its older sisters. He told the story of the three sisters who were banished to the sky as punishment for refusing to marry the husbands their father, a great conjuror, had selected for them.

"How do you know all these things?"

"I lived on Malmos for most of my teens, so I knew about this place and the moons. Apart from that, there’s often plenty of time to read in space. It’s useful to know where people come from. You’d be surprised at what you can find out about people and their societies from myths and legends." He stood. "Ah, well, I’d best get you home."

They walked back up the path together in companionable silence. The Lysanda stood alone, in the open space beyond the trees.

Something cold and hard pressed into Allysha’s temple. She froze, a shiver of fear shooting up her spine.
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Her attacker dragged her back three paces, his arm wrapped around her waist. "Stay where ye stand or yer girl gets it."

Saahren’s eyes narrowed but he complied.

Allysha’s heart raced. She ought to do something but the kid pressed the pistol barrel hard into her flesh. It hurt. If he fired... if he fired, she'd die.

Three more smirking youths stepped out from under the trees. A heavily-built lad to Saahren’s left held a wicked-looking knife and a skinny boy on his right raised a gun in one hand, above the level of his shoulder, aimed at Saahren’s head.

The third, also carrying a pistol, stepped in front of Saahren. "Jest give us the controller fer yer skimmer an yer credit chip. An don’ try anythin’. Tank's got yer girl and me friends'll get you."

Kids; just kids in their late teens. The one holding her stank of alcohol. They all pretended to be tough, lips curled in snarls. The heavy one had a tattoo on his neck. The gun still pressed into her flesh. Surely Saahren wouldn’t do anything foolish? Just hand over what they wanted.

"Okay. I don’t want anyone to get hurt." Saahren reached slowly toward his pocket.

"Yer don’t say?" said the one who appeared to be the leader. "Raise yer hands, arsehole. I’ll get 'em meself. Hurry up, on yer head." He poked the muzzle of his gun hard into Saahren’s stomach.

Saahren grunted and did as he was told. The thief tucked his weapon into his belt and reached into his victim's pockets. Saahren frowned at Allysha over the youth’s head. She saw anger; not fear, not pain. The blow hadn’t really hurt him.

The hand around Allysha’s waist slid up inside her jacket to cup her breast and the fellow rubbed his crotch against her hip. He was hard. She stiffened, her flesh creeping. Ugh.

"Don’ reckon we should give 'er back, Lee," the youth holding her said. His voice was oily and suggestive. "Reckon she could give us all some free fun." He squeezed her breast and she leaned back, trying to escape his hand. He chuckled, enjoying her discomfort. "Come on, darlin’." He leaned over her shoulder and the gun dropped away. "Be nice ter us and we’ll be nice ter you. Mebe yer boyfriend would like ter watch?" The creep ran his tongue along her neck. She strained away while the other three sniggered. He pinched her nipple, hard. She gazed at Saahren. Please... help.

Saahren moved so fast, she hardly had time to register.

One savage punch to the stomach had Lee crumpling. Even before the lout hit the ground Saahren pivoted and kicked Skinny off his feet.

Tank, holding Allysha, lost his concentration completely as he swung his gun around to find a target. She twisted, crunched her elbow into his gut and shoved him sideways. He floundered, lost his footing on the edge of the path and fell. The gun clattered to the ground.

Allysha scooped it up and pointed the weapon at him. "Don’t tempt me," she growled. She hoped she sounded tougher than she felt.

The thug with the knife took one look at his fallen companions and ran. Out of the corner of her eye, Allysha noticed three shadowy figures racing toward them up the path. Oh, shit. Her heart hammered again. "Oh, no. There’s more of them."

Saahren stepped to her side and took the pistol from her hand. "No. They’re my security people. Are you all right?"

As he slipped an arm around her she rested her head on his chest. It felt safe, reassuring, very comfortable. "Yes." She shuddered. "He groped me. They were going to— "

"Yes. I know." Saahren’s fingers were gentle but his body was rigid.

He stepped over to Tank, who still lay sprawled on the ground. "You. Get up."

His voice had changed, the tone deeper and darker and full of menace. That tension she had felt in his body was anger. No, more than that; rage. This dark, furious Saahren was something she hadn’t seen before.

The teen didn’t move fast enough. Saahren grabbed two handfuls of his jacket and almost lifted him off the ground. "So you have a taste for rape, do you?"

Tank cringed. "N-no. No, Sir." He stammered the words, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. "I... she... I was just... I was just trying to scare her."

"Were you? I don’t believe you." Saahren smashed his fist into the kid's gut, then floored him with an uppercut. As the youth lay groaning, he summoned one of his escorts with a jerk of his head. "Hold this piece of filth for me."

The security man hauled Tank to his feet. Saahren lashed out with the back of his hand once, twice. The dull thunk of flesh on flesh tore at her nerves. Bastard. He deserved it, every blow. Tanks' head jerked back and forth with the blows. Another fist to the diaphragm. Tank sagged in the guard's arms.

The security guard said, "Sir, he's had enough—"

"Shut up."

The guard shut up. Saahren's lips were set in a tight line, his nostrils flared as he pounded the youth again and again, to his body and his face, each blow loud in the silent carpark. Allysha heard the crunch of bone. Blood trickled from the victim's nose. This was getting dangerous. He deserved a hiding, sure, but any more and he'd kill the kid.

"Stop, please." She raised a hand. "Stop. Enough. You'll kill him."

Saahren glanced at her, eyes pitiless as the holes of hell. But at least he paused.

"Please. Look at him." Tank hung in the guard's grip, head lolling. "He's barely conscious."

For a sickening moment she thought he'd ignore her. He slammed his knee into the lad’s groin. The kid moaned, eyes screwed shut. A flick of Saahren's hand, and the security guard let go. Tank slumped to the ground. He should have been a writhing, groaning ball of pain but he just lay there, motionless, like a broken marionette.

Saahren stood over him for a long moment, his lip curled, before he turned to the guard. "Tidy this up. I’ll take my lady home."

She stared at the body on the ground as two guards rolled him over. The moonlight accentuated the contusions and swellings on his face. "Is he dead?"

"Him? No. He might wish he was, come tomorrow." He reached out a hand to her.

She dodged away from him, a tendril of fear clutching her heart. Saahren like this was scary. She walked quickly to the skimmer, pushed past him when he tried to open the door for her. Fear faded and anger took its place. She'd let him get under her skin but he was just a brutal bastard in a fancy uniform.

"You beat him to a pulp." She leaned away from him, as far as the seat would let her.

"He was going to rape you." His anger had abated, that deadly fire in his eyes had gone. He seemed confused, surprised at her reaction.

"I know. I know. You near-on killed him."

He glowered at her. "He deserved what he got."

"So you’re above the law? You can dispense your own justice?" Her heart beat too fast.

"Justice was done."

He was probably right but that didn’t make it right. He’d been the prosecutor, the judge, the jury and the dispenser of retribution. Chohzu the Destroyer in a very personal guise.

Allysha eyed him as the Lysanda lifted and turned toward the city. He wasn’t sorry. He was ruthless, proud of what he’d done. The military mask slipped into place for the first time all day. His face became composed, his expression controlled. She couldn’t see his feelings anymore.

"Look," he said after a few moments. "If a beating teaches that young thug a lesson it will be worth more to him than going before a court. The judge would have slapped him on the wrist and told him not to be naughty again."

"And that excuses you beating him to death?"

He shot one unreadable glance at her and looked away. The Lysanda's engine purred through the night, the only sound in the cabin.

Yes, they would have raped her. She knew that. He'd rescued her, of course he had, but his bodyguard was nearby. He could have waited for them. He could have turned them over to the police. Oh, god. Yes, she was grateful but this darker side of him scared her. What if he turned on her like that? And to think she was even considering giving up the fight. The vehicle skimmed in over the suburban sprawl, headed for the bright towers at the center of the city. Maybe this was a reminder, a wake-up call. Saahren hadn’t changed. He might look like Brad Stone, act like Brad Stone, but underneath it all, a scratch below the surface, was Chohzu the Destroyer. Grand Admiral Saahren.

She was surprised when he spoke. The strange expression on his face seemed to be a combination of anger and sadness. "I'm not proud of myself, Allysha. I lost control. I admit it. I don't do it often." He slid his tongue over his lips. "Let me tell you a story. When I was a small child my home planet had slipped out of Confederacy control and was left to its own devices. The local warlords fought for their slice of pie like dogs over a bone. Where I lived, we were invaded and taken over by a neighboring army. We—the locals that is—were reduced effectively to slavery, farming our own land for the benefit of others. The warlord employed garrisons of mercenaries to make sure we behaved. They were brutal and eventually, my father led an uprising against them."

He stopped talking, just sat there. She could almost feel his pain.

"What happened?"

"The uprising was suicidal. They didn’t have a hope. The mercenaries captured my father and my brothers. My mother escaped into the mountains with my eldest brother’s infant son. But soldiers caught my sister and me. They raped her, three of them. One after another and then two at a time. She was fourteen."

His nostrils flared. "They made me watch. Even if I closed my eyes I could hear her scream, hear her beg them to stop. There was nothing I could do. Not a damned thing. And then they slit her throat, like an animal. Blood from her artery splattered my face." His face was emotionless but a dark fury burned in the depths of his eyes. "You think I was hard on him? Think again."

His words left her numb. Horror, disgust, pity for a helpless child. And his sister, just fourteen. What a way to die. A nightmare. That could have been her. He might have been forced to watch them rape her, slit her throat. "I’m sorry," she murmured at last. What else could she say? "I didn’t understand."

"And now you do." He took a deep breath and blew it out.

And him? What had they done to him? She wrapped her arms around herself, squeezed tight. She couldn't form the words, shrank away from hearing an answer.

"They beat me senseless and left me for dead. I was lucky; I was found, taken to a hospital and the Confederacy doctor there took me to Malmos with him. I couldn’t go home, so I lived with him until I was old enough to get into the Fleet Academy. By the time I had my commission, it was all over. The Confederacy Fleet had liberated Ceres."

He didn’t even look at her, slumped in the driver’s seat, gazing at nothing. But he’d sure given her a few things to think about. The skimmer joined the major sky way, cruising above the brighter lights of the inner suburbs with the other traffic toward the brilliant towers of the city center. Home was minutes away. Thoughts tumbled through her brain. A helpless boy watching his sister being tortured and killed. Saahren on Tisyphor, gentle and caring and now this other side to him, a vengeful spirit. She couldn't think about this now, didn't want to think about it.

"Who were those men?" Allysha said. "The ones who turned up?"

"My escort. Secret Service people. I asked them to keep a distance. I wanted at least to feel I was alone with you."

"Are they always there?"

"Yes. It goes with the job."

The Lysanda landed at level thirty. He ignored her protests and walked her to her door. "I had a wonderful day, Allysha." His voice was soft and his eyes wistful.

"Pity about the violence at the end, eh?" Oh, buckrats. If anything, she was more confused than ever. "Look, I enjoyed it too, but... I’ve got a lot to think about."

She saw his frustration, his unhappiness, in his eyes. He just nodded. "I love you."

Suddenly, for a moment, she saw into a wounded soul, saw what drove him, saw a boy watching his sister being tortured. Her heart cried out to him, but her head stopped her. Not now. "Goodnight."

Allysha closed the door and heaved a huge sigh. Oh, man, what a day. Peeling off her coat, she walked over to the window and gazed out over the gardens separating the Fleet buildings. That one over there, its blank facade bathed in moonlight. His apartment was on the eighty-seventh floor. He'd been angry when he learned that she didn't need her techpack to access the computer systems on Arcturus, that she could connect via her implant, she'd even been a little bit frightened of him. But that was a nothing in comparison with the raging fury he'd shown tonight. He'd almost seemed possessed, demonic. Chohzu. She'd never felt so confused, not even with Sean. Maybe that was her issue, she fell for the wrong men. Everybody had warned her against Sean; her father, Xanthor. But she'd known better. She'd even become estranged from her beloved father because of Sean.

She sank down onto the arm of a chair. Saahren. It would be an even worse mistake with him. He'd shown her tonight how dangerous he could be. But he apologized, said the little voice in her head, he explained. He was protecting you, reliving the murder of his sister. And let's face it, you had a wonderful day with him. Even considered a kiss goodnight.

"Oh, shut up," she said aloud. "He was still responsible for my father's death." At least, I think so. I'm so confused. I don't know what to think anymore. I just want to go home. Running a hand through her hair, she went to her bedroom.
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By the time Saahren returned to the thirtieth level, the Lysanda was gone. In its place, the leader of his security escort waited with his vehicle. Saahren slid into the passenger seat for the short trip to the central Fleet tower, wrapped in his military demeanor while his heart ached.
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