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Part I: The Mine

Chapter One

Damn, he ached.

Jess stared into the darkness above his bunk, willing himself to sleep. His body wasn't
cooperating. He was exhausted from his work in the mines that shift—fourteen hours of pure
hell. His cock didn't seem to understand that, though. He was rock hard, and his mind kept
filling with picture of her.

He had seen her for the first time a week earlier, pushing a cart loaded with food into the
dormitories. She had been wearing a long, shapeless dress and a head scarf, like all those damn
women did. She pushed the cart with slow, steady steps, refusing to look at any of them. A
hundred men starved for food and sex surrounded her. No wonder she'd been afraid to look at
them.

Their guards hadn’t treated her with any respect. Of course, they never treated any of their
women with respect, but this had been somehow different. It was as if she was an outcast even
among her own people. They didn’t speak to her, they didn't joke among themselves. They
looked at her with disdain, as if she wasn’t worthy to call herself a Pilgrim.

He had known she was different from the others, too. Even swathed in dark fabric, he had
felt her presence across the room. He could sense her, smell her. She smelled like woman, and
that first instant he saw her, he knew he wanted her.

Of course, they all wanted her. They wanted her even though her fear of them was palpable,
as was the fear of every woman who brought them food. Twice a day, one of them would wheel
aloaded cart in to the mass of starved, frustrated, angry men. The women would be escorted by
two guards, men who carried instruments capable of killing any of the men instantly, but the fear
was still there. After al, men under enough pressure will do desperate things, even if it leads to
their own death. The women had to know that...

He had been at the far end of the barracks when she entered, but there was something about
her that drew him to her. Maybe it was the way she carried herself; she was surrounded by a
hundred men starved for a woman's touch, yet she remained calm and poised. Distant. As if she
were walking through a world of her own. He had moved through the ranks of waiting slaves
until he was in front of her, taking the cart and pulling it away gently. She looked up at him,
startled by his action. The guards watched in silence, hands on their weapons, but he did nothing
threatening. He simply eased the cart out of her hands.

Her eyes had been wide with surprise when they met his. They were a brilliant green and
almond-shaped; feline, like a cat. He had felt like he was falling into them. Her face was pale,
dightly dirty, as if she had been working all day. Perhaps cleaning. There was exhaustion there,
and a bit of defiance. She hadn’t ducked his gaze, but met it head on. She might have been afraid
of him, but she wasn’t going to show it.
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In that moment, he’ d known she should be his. Of course, he had no idea how he'd ever get
her. She was probably married—all Pilgrim women married young. She had to be in her mid-
twenties, so she might even have several children, and a husband who had a right to touch her
body whenever he wanted. Jess' fists clenched at the thought, and he pushed it from his mind,
frowning into the darkness. He didn’t want to think about another man with his woman. Instead,
he imagined what she looked like under her robes. Her hair was dark brown, he knew that much.
Her face was pretty, pale skin, luscious ripe lips. She was thin, her hands roughened from hard
work.

What would her hair look like, loose and hanging around her naked body? He formed a
mental image of her standing before him. Her breasts, high and pert, would peek out between the
long locks. She would smile up at him, those green cat-eyes filled with secrets. She would lick
her lips and they would shine with her moisture. Then she would run her eyes up and down his
own powerful, naked form, smiling at him with a sultry question written on her face. How did he
want her? On her knees before him...under him...riding him?

Unable to help himself, Jess slipped one hand under his ragged blanket in the darkness of the
barracks. Reaching into his pants, he found the long, smooth length of his cock. His eyes closed
as his fingers grazed the head, a tingle of sensation stabbing through his groin. He touched the
groove on the under side, rubbing one fingertip across it. His muscles clenched; he stiffened. The
delicate touch was almost painful in itsintensity.

He turned his thoughts to her again. She would kneel before him, and smile up at him with
that peculiar look only a woman could give. As if she existed to rule and serve him at the same
time. Then she would lift one hand and take his cock into her grasp, running her fingers over
him. He moved his own hand against his skin, pretending he wasn’t in a dark barrack, filled with
ahundred slaves. Instead he was with her, and they had all the time in the world...

She gently touched her lips to the end of his cock, running her tongue around the head. He
fought to control a gasp as she sucked his length into her hot, wet mouth. Then she started
working her head back and forth. She raised one hand, firmly gripping the based of his erection
and squeezing him in time with her movements. Her cheeks hollowed with each stroke, the
suction of her mouth tugging on himin a slow, steady rhythm that was mesmerizing.

In the darkness of the barracks, it was easy to imagine that it wasn’t his own hand stroking
his hard length. Instead, she was with him, sucking him, pulling him. Each time her lips slid
down the length of him, the pressure in his balls built a little higher. In his mind, he imagined
what it would feel like to pull her up until she stood before him. He would kiss her mouth with
strong, penetrating strokes of his tongue. Then he would raise her in his arms and thrust his
length into the hot, wet opening between her legs. Hard.

He could feel her wet lips, feel himself sinking into her again and again. His hand moved
faster, roughly stroking up and down the length of his cock. He squeezed his fingers, imagining
it was the pressure of her body around him. She would pulse under him, and when her own
pleasure overtook her she would cry out in ecstasy. She'd go wild, muscles clenching his body.
He pressed himself harder against his hand, imagining shooting his seed deep into her body.
Again and again he stroked himself and with each touch the pressure grew until his balls
tightened, ready to release. Orgasm hit, and his entire body stiffened. He stifled his moan, not
willing to let the other men know what he was doing. Of course, it wasn't as if they weren’t
doing the same thing. There were very few secrets in the barracks.
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Slowly, the pleasure of his release left him. Once again, he was aone in the darkness.
Around him were the snores, sighs and soft moans of a hundred other men. For all he knew, they
were sharing the same fantasy he had. In al likelihood he would never have sex with a woman
again, let aone this woman he had come to think of as his. Hell, he didn’t even know her name.
He was a slave, and she belonged to one of his captors.

Morning would come all too soon, and with it another day of back-breaking labor in the
mines. Thiswas hislife now, Jess told himself firmly. There was no room for self-pity, and there
was no room for obsession with this woman. He closed his eyes and, for the thousandth time,
willed himself to sleep.

%k k k%

Bethany pulled the brush through her long hair. Every sleep cycle, since childhood, she had
performed the same ritual. Her mother helped her when she was young. She had always
imagined that some day she would do the same with her own daughters. There were no children,
however. She had been her husband’ s third wife, and the first two had given him strapping boys
and lovely girls. She had given him nothing...

Shaking off her thoughts, she separated her hair into three equal parts, braiding rapidly.
When she finished, she stood and pulled off her drab brown dress, hanging it carefully on a peg
near her door. Wearing only her shift, she padded softly across the room to her bed. It was small,
and she was often cold, but she realized how lucky she was to sleep alone. For ten long years she
had slept beside Avram, a man 30 years her senior. Every night, as she had prepared for bed, she
had wondered if it would be one of the evenings when he reached for her. One of the times when
he would pull up her shift and thrust his stiff penisinto her unwilling flesh. As a frightened bride
of 14 his touch was terrifying; in later years it simply became unpleasant. She could not bring
herself to mourn his death as she dlipped under the covers.

Avram was dead and she had other worries.

She was lucky to be back with her father, and in a way, she was lucky to be barren. She
certainly didn't have to worry about getting married again. No Pilgrim man would have a wife
who couldn’t give him children. Her father may not be the most pleasant person to live with, but
at least he ignored her most of the time. Of course, he would only keep her around as long as she
could make herself useful.

She had almost fallen asleep when a harsh knock on her door startled her awake. She sat up
in bed, breathing quickly. Was shein trouble?

“Bethany, get dressed and come out here,” her father’s voice growled outside the door. “The
council meeting is over and | need to speak with you.”

“Yes, I'll be right there,” she answered automatically. Her father didn’t like to be kept
waiting. Bethany jumped out of bed, pulling one of her two dresses over her head. She wrapped
her braid around her head in a coronet quickly, pinning it into place and making sure there were
no loose strands. Her father had no patience for sloppy women. He would cane her if he saw a
hair out of place.

Opening the door, she walked quickly down the hall to their living chamber. Her father's
apartment was one of the largest in the mining community; space in the habitation bubble on the
asteroid’s surface came at a premium. The fact that they had so much room was a testament to
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her father's influence with his fellow Pilgrims. Bose had been the officia leader of their
community for less than ayear, but he had dictated policy long before that.

Her father was sitting in the one comfortable chair they owned, staring moodily at areport in
front of him. His dark, swarthy face was mottled with color, his large nose flushed red. There
was a bottle of the homemade bakrah he loved so much on the table next to him. She came to
stand before him, eyes cast down modestly. He ignored her for several minutes, then looked at
her with bloodshot eyes. He was drunk again.

“The council and I met tonight,” he said. Bethany bit her lip, trying not to do anything that
he might interpret as disrespectful. Bose was violent when he drank; she didn’t want to provoke
him. She’ d had ample experience with his temper. He and the council met every cycle following
dinner, mostly to drink, and he often came home in a foul mood.

Bose looked her up and down, an ugly look in his narrow, beady eyes. Her breath caught;
fear washed through her. What was he thinking?

“It was brought to my attention—again—that a woman of your age should be married,” he
said. “But of course, that won't be possible. Y our sinfulnessis apparent to al of us. Y ou have no
children, despite ten years of trying with a good man who proved his virility with his other
wives. The men are concerned that you might corrupt their women with your presence. Frankly,
I’m inclined to agree with them. Since you came from your husband’ s home you’ ve been nothing
but trouble to me.”

Bethany said nothing, eyes still cast downward. She kept her face impassive, biting back the
angry words filling her thoughts. She had worked hard all her life, yet they all considered her a
burden. Even now her fingers were raw from scrubbing the floor in Bose's room. He'd vomited
there the night before, leaving the mess for her to clean.

“It was suggested that we expose you,” Bose said, lifting his bottle to his lips and taking a
long pull of the alcohol. Bethany stopped breathing. Exposure would mean death, slow and
terrible from starvation. Assuming they gave her a pressure suit before shoving her out the
airlock onto the asteroid's barren surface. If she was lucky, they wouldn't. At least that way death
would come quickly. Would her father really do something like that to her? “After all, you have
nothing to offer us, and it's a waste of good food to keep you around. Of course, | hate to think
of doing something like that to my own child,” he added, sighing piously. “But we do what we
must for the good of the community. Sacrifices must be made.”

Bitter fury welled up within her, but she kept her composure. If Bose sensed her anger, he
would hurt her. She needed to stay calm, explore every option. Her mind worked quickly, trying
to think of how to change his mind. She had talked her way out of difficult situations before...

“Then we had another idea,” Bose said. Her heart leapt. “It occurs to me that good women
are being exposed to the slaves every cycle, delivering food to them and caring for them when
they’re injured. Someone suggested that we have you work with the slaves instead. | know
you've been part of the rotation, but from now on you would be in charge of them completely.
That way no one will be further tainted by their presence. I'm inclined to see this as the best
solution. What do you say?’

Bethany bit her lip, trying to think of aresponse that wouldn’t set him off. Working with the
slaves would make her valuable to the council. It meant survival, but she didn’t want to ook too

eager.
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“Whatever you fedl is best for the community,” she whispered, trying to look as submissive
as possible. She dared to look at him, and he glared back at her. Bastard, she thought. She'd like
to see him do half the work she did.

“Well, it'sagood solution,” he said. “We need someone to feed them, and we need someone
to supervise their laundry and other womanly tasks. Decent women have been doing the work for
too long.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you,” Bethany said meekly. She wasn’t going to die after all, at least not for
now. She could work with the slaves, she thought. They scared her, particularly the one who had
taken the cart from her the last time she was there, but she would have guards to protect her from
his intense gaze. To protect her from all of them.

“Go away,” Bose said, taking another drink. “You'll start your new work during the next
cycle. You'll follow the same schedule as the slaves. | suggest you get some sleep, because it
may take you a while to get used to sleeping while the rest of us are awake. | don't want you
shirking your duties because you're tired.”

Nodding her head, Bethany moved quickly down the hall to her bedroom. She'd dodged
disaster once again. Her life had been full of such crises since her husband’s death, the first of
which had been his family’s decision to turn her out. She had made it back to her father’s house,
and she was prepared to do whatever it took to survive. Bose and his council had no idea how
determined she was to stay alive. She wouldn’t go quietly. If they tried to expose her, she'd take
as many of them as she could with her.

Pulling off her dress for the second time that night, Bethany hung it on the peg. She crawled
into bed, pulling her knees up to her chest and staring into the darkness. She wasn’'t going to
sleep for along time; she was too filled with adrenaline for that. Her life had been in danger once
again, smply because she didn’'t have a husband or children. It wasn't fair.

Bastards, she thought. Moisture welled up in her eye, but she forced the tears back. She
couldn’t afford to show any weakness. She had to be as hard as a rock if she was going to
survive.

*kk k%

Jess woke the next morning a few minutes before the bell rang, every muscle in his body
tense. He always woke up like this, ready for a fight. His first sleep cycle in the barracks had
been ugly—two men had tried to jump him. Since then he had dept lightly. The last three
months had taught him alot about protecting himself from all kinds of attacks.

Rolling out of his bunk, he moved quickly toward the back wall, where a fresher unit
designed to serve ten men at atime was installed. His bunk-mate, Logan, was already there. He
nodded silently in greeting. A tall, quiet man, Logan rarely spoke to Jess—but they shared a
certain respect. Jess got the feeling Logan would cover his back if needed, and tried to return the
favor whenever possible. Both of them slept better for their shared vigilance, and occasionally
they discussed escape. So far they hadn't come up with anything that seemed likely to succeed.

Jess relieved himself, then looked longingly at the sonic showers. Each man was allowed
five minutes a day, and he had long since learned to save his time for after his return from the
mines at the end of the shift. He never really felt clean, but he knew they were lucky to have the
showers at all. Apparently the smell of a hundred unwashed men was enough to overwhelm the
settlement’ s air filter system, so the Pilgrims had put in the units to control the stench.
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Rinsing out his mouth, Jess strode back into the barracks. At the other end of the long room
were several long tables, formed of plast-crete and bolted directly into the floor. The men were
aready starting to form lines in anticipation of their breakfast. The door opened; two guards
walked into the room. They held their control wands before them, evil sticks with the power to
kill any of the daves instantly. Jess looked at them with hatred, but the guards didn’t pay any
more attention to the men before them than they would pay to animals.

The food cart came in with a rattling noise. They could always hear it coming; one of the
wheels was loose. It was pushed by a woman; heavily draped as usual. But it wasn't just any
woman, it was the woman he’'d seen before. The one he'd dreamt of every night. His senses
tingled as she approached. She walked slowly, carefully keeping her eyes pointed directly ahead.
All around her the men watched with hungry eyes. They lusted for both the food and the body
hidden under the folds of her clothing. His stomach clenched; he didn't like them looking at her
like that. Gritting his teeth, Jess walked toward her, one eye on the guards. He had to get closer.

Her face was startled, wary, as he came and took the cart. His gaze met hers, and for one
glorious moment he was sinking into those cat eyes again. Then she turned away and walked
quickly out of the room, leaving the men to jostle for their food. Noise broke out and the tension
eased.

The guards watched in sullen silence as the daves ate, giving them fifteen minutes to
complete their meal. Jess shoveled the tepid gruel without thought, grateful for the energy it
would give him. Then one of the guards—a fat one they called Sluggo behind his back—
gestured with his control wand, and the men made their way through the open door.

Jess was startled to see the woman in the outer room. She was kneeling in front of the large
cabinet used to store medical supplies. Beside her was Bragan, a physician who had once been a
free man. Now he tended to the slaves between shifts in the mine. Bragan was occasionally
excused from working in the mines, so it was not all that uncommon to see him in the outer
room. The sight of him with the woman, however, startled him Jess. He'd never seen a Pilgrim
woman talk to a slave before, yet these two seemed to be engrossed in conversation. She even
smiled briefly at the man. Jealousy filled his heart; at that moment he could have happily
smashed Bragan's skull in. His anger must have been written on his face, because L ogan elbowed
him, shaking his head in warning.

The guards didn’t let them linger long enough for Jess to figure out what she was doing.
They moved quickly through the room to a large staging area. Along one wall were lockers
containing the pressure suits they wore to work the mines. Along the other wall—securely
locked—were the lockers holding pressure suits and equipment used by the Pilgrims. Jess had
never seen those lockers open.

Each man shrugged silently into his own suit. Then he and Logan took turns checking each
other’s suits to make sure they were sealed properly. A suit failure could mean death. Jess tried
to have two different men check his—the week before one of the slaves had actually sabotaged
another man’ s suit, killing him. None of them knew why he had done it, although Jess and Logan
had been among those who had “questioned” him. Shortly afterwards he had perished in a
mining accident. Justice among the slaves was swift and unforgiving.

Within minutes the men were suited. Under the watchful eyes of their guards, the line of

workers trouped out the far end of the staging area. In groups of ten, they passed through an
airlock and into the mouth of the mine. The walls gave way to rock, and the floor sloped



Joanna Wylde Price of Freedom 11

noticeably as the tunnel went down into the asteroid’s surface. They arrived at an elevator, and
once again entered in groups of ten.

Jess waited his turn silently, gazing at the rusty, ancient elevator apparatus. Soon he would
enter the metal box, which would carry him deep into the mine’'s depths. His partner, a young
man name Trent, stood next to him quietly. Jess could hear his heavy breathing through the two-
way radio they shared—their only way to communicate the entire time they were underground.
Last week the radio had gone out shortly after they started work, and Trent had a panic attack.
Jess had to work twice as hard to meet their quota, while his partner sat and cried. Trent was only
19 years old, endlaved for stealing. Jess had already come to the conclusion that the kid probably
wouldn’'t last too long. He wished Logan was his partner but bunk-mates weren't allowed to
work together.

“Come on,” he said, giving his partner a push when it was their turn to enter the elevator.
“It’ s not going to be that bad. We're in one of the upper tunnels today. Y ou can do this.”

“1 know,” Trent said. He shuffled ahead of Jess, turning to face the front of the elevator with
slumped shoulders. The elevator door made a screeching sound as it closed, then the car started
its slow descent into the vast darkness of the mine. When they got to their stop, Jess flicked on
his helmet light, and stepped out of the car. Trent followed him, then the car door slid shut with
another screech and they were alone.

“Do you want to drill today, or do you want me to?’ Jess asked, looking to his companion.
They traded tasks off regularly, one running a powerful drill to prepare for the blasting the
Pilgrims would do the next cycle while the slaves slept, while the other focused on removing the
ore knocked loose from the previous cycle' s blasts. When Jess had first arrived on the station, the
sounds of blasting while he tried to sleep kept him up. Now he hardly noticed...working at
"night" had become normal to him.

“You can drill,” Trent said faintly. “I’ll do the ore.”

Jess nodded his agreement, then turned to the equipment they had left the day before.
Picking up the heavy drill, he hefted it over his shoulder and started carrying it down the tunnel,
the cords that powered it trailing behind him like a long, skinny tail. Normally he and Trent
would work at the same end of the tunnel, drilling and hauling ore together. It was certainly safer
that way. But they had been ordered to separate last week. Apparently their Pilgrims masters
were having a disagreement over which direction they should be digging. Until they figured
things out, the slaves were going both ways.

The whole thing—Ilike so many of the situations the Pilgrims seemed to get into—was
ludicrous. They were only accomplishing half as much as they could be, because they had to
move the equipment and start over each day, but that didn't seem to matter to the idiots. Of
course, Jess didn’t really care. All he wanted to do was work just enough to meet his quotas and
stay alive until he could figure out how to escape. The Goddess alone knew when he would find
the chance, but until then he was laying low.

The morning went by fairly quickly, although after six hours of drilling he was getting a
headache. He and Trent had taken several short breaks, discussing their progress each time on
the radios. The last break, he hadn’t heard anything from the kid. Finally, needing arest from the
drill anyway, Jess decided to go and find him. The radio must have gone out again. Trent was
probably catatonic with fear by now, Jess thought wryly. He just didn’t deal very well with being
alone.
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The darkness of the tunnel before him was absolute, the only light coming from his head
lamp. As Jess walked down the tunnel he ducked his head several times to avoid overhanging
chunks of rock. Here and there were metal struts they'd put in to hold the ceiling together,
although in the three months he had been working in the mines there had been several times
where the struts weren’t enough.

Jess passed the landing area, where the elevator shaft and ore shafts passed through their
tunnel into the mine's depths, then headed toward the far end where Trent was working. At first
everything seemed to be the same as usual. Then he saw the first bits of rubble. Pulse
quickening, Jess started jogging down the tunnel. His path was hindered, then blocked by rock
and debris. Boulders blocked the tunnel—a cave in. With a sinking feeling, Jess realized Trent
was probably dead.

Jess keyed the com unit several times, trying to contact the boy. Quickly, he switched his
transmitter to the emergency band, calling his fellow workers to come and help him look for his
partner. It would take several minutes for them to arrive, though, assuming they could convince
the guards it was a genuine emergency. The Pilgrims operated the elevators from above; half the
time when the men needed the elevators, their guards didn't respond. There was some
speculation that they slept, although no one knew for sure. Jess looked at the ceiling carefully,
trying to judge how safe he was. The normally solid rock overhead was cracked and every few
seconds a small chunk would break off and crash to the tunnel’s floor. Not good.

Without warning, several large blocks of rock crashed down within inches of Jess. Reacting
instantly, he turned and sprinted down the tunnel toward the elevator. Behind him rock collapsed
with a roar, the noise muted by the thin atmosphere in the mine. The rock beneath his feet
shuddered. How could he have missed this terrible noise earlier? Was the drill he used really that
loud?

He was only halfway back to the elevator shaft when the rock hit him. Pain exploded
through his head, then everything went black.
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Chapter Two

Logan tore through the rubble, flinging rocks and debris behind him. It was almost
impossible to hear anything on the radio because everyone was talking at the same time. It
occurred to him that if he found Jess, it would be best to have the doctor on hand. Turning, he
grabbed another man’s arm. Leaning in close, he toggled the man’ s radio to a new frequency.

“Find Bragan.”

The man nodded, and took off toward the central corridor. It would be a while before he
returned; the guards at the top weren’t running the elevator very fast.

All aong the tunnel, men were frantically screwing new supports into the rock walls. It had
been nearly an hour since the cave-in, and they were al more than aware that another one could
happen at any time. Logan had no idea if Jess and Trent were alive. In al honesty, he didn’t care
much about Trent. But Jess was his bunkmate; he had guarded Logan’s back on more than one
occasion. Logan wasn't going to leave him if there was even a chance he was still alive.

He pulled a medium sized rock out of the way and a spray of rubble showered down on him.
He jumped back as a larger rock rolled toward him. Then he saw something, a stripe of reflective
tape shining ever-so-dightly through the rubble. It was part of a man’s pressure suit.

Logan gave a cry of triumph, and waved severa of the others over to help him. Together
they worked to free the man. Soon they had one arm loose. Following it, they dug toward his
head. To Logan’s relief, the faceplate was still intact. It was Jess. He was till alive; there was a
dlight clouding of moisture on the clear plastic in front of his mouth with each breath. But he
didn’t seem to be conscious.

The others started working to free his limbs as Logan carefully cleared the rubble from
around his friend’s head. He reached around to the back of Jess neck, and his glove came back
covered in blood. Jess was hurt. Even worse, there was a hole in the suit. The Goddess only
knew if he was getting enough air...and the odds were pretty good that even if he was, his air
tanks were depleting fast. They had to get him out of there or he would slowly smother in the
thin atmosphere.

Logan felt something against his shoulder. He turned at the touch; it was Bragan. The doctor
had an emergency medpack slung over one shoulder and Logan gave a sigh of relief. He toggled
hisradio.

“His suit has aslow leak and there’s some kind of injury on the back of his neck.”

“I’ve got a pressure tent,” Bragan said. “If you get him free, we can put him in there. It
should have enough oxygen for several hours. We'll need to keep his neck braced. He might
have aspinal injury. If so, he'll be paralyzed if we move him wrong.”

“If he has a spinal injury, he's dead anyway,” Logan said, his voice tight. “They’ll never
give him enough time to recover from that. Where the hell did you get a pressure tent?”

“1 have my ways,” Bragan said, turning and setting the pack down. He started rummaging

through it. Within seconds he had pulled out along, orange tube. He laid it flat on the ground and
unrolled it. Then he activated a switch and the thing started inflating.
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“Pay attention to your digging” Bragan said sharply, turning back to Logan. “Y ou do your
job and I’ll do mine. Get him out of there. I’ll get things ready for him.”

Logan turned back to Jess. Holding his head carefully still, he and the others cleared more of
the rubble away. Then Bragan was back, pushing one of the men aside to get to Jess. Following
his lead, Logan helped the doctor lift Jess away from the rubble, keeping his body as straight and
stiff as they were able. It was a token effort, of course. If he were seriously injured he wouldn’t
be given a chance to recover. It was easier for their captors to import new slaves than care for the
ones they already had.

The tent was fully inflated by now. There was alittle tunnel at one end serving as a primitive
airlock.

“There' s not enough room for all three of usin the lock,” Bragan said. “Help me get himin.
I’ll pull him into the tent, and then you can join us. The medpack is already inside.”

Logan did as he was told, trying to gage Jess' condition from Bragan's face. The faceplate
on the man’s suit made that impossible. Then the flap was closing and the little airlock sealed
itself off. The pumps kicked in and Logan was left to watch and wait. The little tent was
designed to provide safety in an emergency, but it was far from efficient. A full cycle of the lock
would take at least 20 minutes.

Brooding, he turned to survey the scene in front of him. About 20 slaves were there, half
still digging through the rubble to find Trent and the rest shoring up the walls of the tunnel. No
sign of the guards. He assumed they were too frightened of another cave-in to come down and
check on their workers. It was just as well; they might have called off the rescue efforts. The
tunnel, seemingly identical to any other tunnel in the mine, offered no clues as to why it had
collapsed. At least he could see well for once—every man present carried a powerful lantern on
his helmet. The helmet had probably saved Jess' life, although it hadn’t extended low enough to
protect his neck. A small light on the tent’s entrance turned from red to green, and he dropped to
his knees. Time to go and see how Jess was faring.

Ever so sowly the lock cycled. Finally he was able to crawl into the tent. Bragan was
kneeling next to Jess, examining him carefully.

“How is he?’

“The only injury I've found is to the back of his neck,” Bragan said. “He got lucky; his suit
was punctured, but the dirt and powdered rock kept it relatively well-contained until you freed
him up. His oxygen levels are good, so that’s one thing we don’t have to worry about for now.”

“So why isn't he awake?’

“1 don’'t know,” Bragan said. “But it isn't a good sign. He's got a concussion of some kind,
and since the impact seems to have hit him right on the base of his skull, in the back, it could be
very bad. His brain stem could be injured, particularly if the bones in there are shattered. There's
no way of knowing, though, not without better equipment than | have here.”

“What about his spinal cord?’

"Asfar as| can tel it's al right," Bragan replied. "We need to roll him over to get a better
look. It will need cleaning, and probably some sutures. There's a risk that we'll cause further
injury, but that's amoot point by now. For all I know he's brain dead. Can you help me?'

Logan nodded, and together they rolled Jess on to his side. Bragan turned the powerful lamp
on to the wound, and Logan hissed. A sharp rock must have penetrated the man's neck. There
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was a deep gash and the entire wound was filled with a mixture of blood and dust, as well as tiny
scraps of fabric.

"Fortunately | have antibiotics," Bragan said softly. "Their medic synthesizes them himself.
He keeps me supplied. If we can clean this out we may be able to keep it from getting infected. If
he's not brain damaged, he'll have a chance at survival. Doesn't ook like it hit any arteries...Hold
him for me."

Logan did as he was told, watching Bragan as the man muttered to himself. He pulled a
small bottle of something out of the bag. Liquid of somekind...

"What is that?'

"It's a disinfectant,” Bragan said, pulling the pressure suit's fabric away from Jess wound
with gentle fingers.

"What kind of disinfectant?"

"It's some of that Pilgrim moonshine," Bragan said. "Bakrah. I'll thank you to keep your
mouth shut about the fact that | have it. It may save your friend's life, but I won't have much of it
left if the men in the barracks find out about it. Antibiotics are easy to find, but alcohol comes at
apremium.”

"Is it strong enough to work on a wound?' Logan asked. "l thought you needed virtually
pure alcohol for that."

"Let me put it thisway," Bragan said, a note of dark humor in hisvoice. "l suspect that most
of the Pilgrim men who don't die from liver disease die from acohol poisoning. | take some
comfort in that, actually. Think about it alot..."

"How the hell did you get it?"
"I have my ways," Bragan said again. "Y ou don't need to know."

Logan grunted, and turned his attention back to Jess. Slowly the wound was coming clean.
Bragan had flushed it out; now he was picking out the larger pieces of dirt. He worked in silence
for several minutes, then cursed.

"I need to take my helmet off,” he said. "I'm starting to sweat in here. It's hard to see. Can
you do it for me? |'ve already washed my hands, and | don't want to touch anything."

Logan lowered Jess body carefully, then reached over and pulled the man's helmet off. He
pulled off his own as well; otherwise he wouldn't be able to talk to Bragan. Besides that, it was
easier to see Jess. He lifted his friend again, and Bragan went back to work. Logan watched,
mesmerized by the slow and patient way the man picked through Jess flesh. Occasionaly he
would flush the wound, washing away the fresh blood that oozed up steadily. Then he saw
something whitish, and his stomach heaved. It looked like...

"What's that?' he asked.

"His spinal column,” Bragan said. "Don't worry, it looks like it's intact. The rock seems to
have sheared right along it without doing much damage. Practically shaved the flesh off..."

Logan stared, unable to stop himself. He had studied anatomy in school, but it was different
to see it on aliving, breathing person. Then something caught his eye. Right at the edge of the
wound, atop the spinal cord, was something metallic.

"What's that?' he asked. Bragan paused, peering closely into the wound.

"It's the control implant,” he said softly. "I'm sure you know what they are. We all have
them."
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"I know what it is," Logan said dryly. "At least in theory. They wave the wand at us, we die.
Pretty damn simple. What's it doing on his spinal cord? | was told they were actually implanted
within the cord. That's why you can't dig them out. But thisis on the cord."

"It's probably the control unit,” Bragan said, poking at it gently with the tiny metal pincers
he was using. "This is what they implant. Then they activate it, and thousands of nano-machines
expand out and go to work, spreading filaments through the nerves. That's why you can't remove
it. Those filaments are braided directly into his nervous system on amolecular level."

Logan nodded, thinking. Bragan continued his work silently. After a few minutes, Logan
spoke again.

"So that little unit is the hub, the processor, right?”

"Uh, huh," Bragan replied absently.

"So if that unit stops functioning, what happens to the filaments?'

Bragan looked up at him in surprise. "Nothing. They're still there."

"But are they active?"

"Define active," Bragan said, voice filled with dark humor. "They aren't active any time,
unless they're activated by a control wand. The main unit serves as a control device and the
filaments are what directly cause pain or death, depending how the wand is used. The rest of the
time they just sit there.”

"Does the wand activate the filaments directly, or does it smply interface with the control
unit?"

"I would imagine it interfaces with the control unit,” Bragan said. "The filaments are very
simple constructions. They don't have any processing power of their own. Why?"

"I have an idea," Logan said quietly. "He's already unconscious, and there's already an
opening on the back of his neck. I want you to take out the control unit.”

Bragan grew still. Then he replied, very softly.

"| can't do that."

"Why not?'

"Because everything I've told you is hypothetical,” Bragan said, his voice tense. "Just
because I've speculated on how these things work doesn't give me the right to experiment on this
man. And you don't have the right to make a decision like this for him. Taking this out could kill
him. It could paralyze him, even stop his heart from beating. | don't know what the hell might
happen. There could be a thousand different booby-traps built into the system to prevent
tampering. It'swrong.”

"It's wrong?' Logan asked, his voice harsh. "Wrong is working to death in a mine on an
asteroid that doesn't even have a name. Wrong is never having sex again, never even eating real
food. Wrong is slavery. If we can find a way to get rid of these implants we have a chance at
escape. Thisisthe best opportunity to find out if it's possible that we'll ever have."

"And what if it kills him?" Bragan asked, his voice caustic. "We don't have the right to make
that decision for him."

"Do you know this man at all?' Logan asked, his expression intense. Bragan shook his head.
"WEell, | do know him. We've been bunkmates and we've talked. He wants to escape. He has a
sister, he wantsto get back to her."
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"We all want to escape,” Bragan replied. "And we all have families." He paused. "Or at
least, we did."

"Yes, but he and | have been discussing escape plans from the moment we met,” Logan
continued. "This is an opportunity for him. He may die. He may live. But if he does live and he
missed a chance to have his implant removed, | can guarantee that you'll hear about it. Y ou have
to do this."

"Just answer one question,” Bragan said coldly. "And | want you to look me in the eye while
you do it. If | did this, would | be doing it for him or for you?'

"You'd be doing it for all of us," Logan replied, meeting his gaze with cool certainty. "We're
al going to die here, Bragan. And most of us will die within months, not years. We have a
chance to save him, and ourselves. Y ou have to take that chance.”

Bragan closed his eyes without speaking. Then he nodded, once.
“I'll doit."

%k k k%

Bethany stared in horror as four of the slaves carried the man in from the mine.

He was covered in blood and black dust. His dark hair was matted with filth, and his
breathing was fast and shallow. The guards had warned her that an injured man was coming, but
nothing had prepared her for this...

His fellow slaves had found him in the rubble of the cave-in. Blood vesselsin his face were
broken from the low air pressure in his leaking suit, but somehow he was alive. It was nothing
short of miraculous. His partner hadn’t been so lucky. The other man’s body had been crushed
almost beyond recognition.

It was the same man who had taken the cart from her, the man with the penetrating stare.
But he wasn’t able to look at anything right now.

Bragan, the slave who was also a doctor, guided the men into the storage area where they
careful laid the man down on Bragan's own pallet. The doctor gestured for her to join him, then
knelt by the man’s side, carefully checking his vital signs. Standing over both of them was her
father, Bose. He stared at the injured man with distaste, and Bethany felt cold fear for the slave.

“How soon will he be able to work again?’ Bose asked Bragan coldly. “If his recovery takes
longer than two weeks, it’s cheaper to import someone new.”

“It's hard to know with a head wound,” Bragan said, careful not to meet Bose's gaze.
Bethany studied the doctor’s face carefully, trying to determine how serious the man’s condition
really was. “He could wake up at any minute, and the rest of his injuries don’t appear to be that
serious.”

Bethany looked at the patient again, then bit her lip. His condition looked pretty bad to her.
Bose wouldn't hesitate to get rid of the dave if it was his cheapest option. The poor man had
suffered through so much...he deserved a chance at life. Sudden determination to save him filled
her.

“Father,” she said quietly. Everyone around her went still. It was rare for a woman to speak
in the presence of men on the station, and even more rare for one to speak to Bose. “| believe this
man’s survival may be a sign from the Celestial Pilgrim. How else would this man had lived, if
our great leader didn’t reach his hand out to save him?’
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She held her breath, waiting for her father’s reaction. Invoking the name of the Celestial
Pilgrim, the prophet who had founded their sect a thousand years earlier, was not done lightly.
Bose might react to her bold words with rage, or he might be moved by her bravery. His temper
was too volatile to judge at times like these.

“How dare you speak of such athing?’ Bose asked her in a startled voice, the slave before
him forgotten. “How are you worthy to speak the name of the Pilgrim?”’

Bethany thought quickly. Bose was surprised, but didn’t seem that angry. What should she
say to him?

“Father, | do not know what moved me to speak,” she said finally, trying to look as humble
as she possibly could. “I can only imagine that the Pilgrim himself wishes this slave to live.
Otherwise, why would he have compelled me to speak? | have never participated in such
discussions before.” She held her breath once she was finished speaking, staring at the floor and
murmuring a silent prayer to the powers above her for mercy.

Bose stood silent for severa seconds, then glared around the room at the open-mouthed
dlaves and guards.

“It istrue that you are not one of those women who speak out of place,” he said slowly. “But
you are also a sinful woman. Why would the Pilgrim work through you?’

“l do not know, sir,” Bethany whispered, truly filled with fear now. What had she been
thinking, speaking up for the slave? Had she lost her mind? Her situation was tenuous enough as
things stood...

“1 do not believe that the Pilgrim would use a vessel such as you to communicate with his
children,” Bose said finally. “But it is truly miraculous that this slave survived. If the Pilgrim
wishes him to live, then he will heal him. But if you're lying, and the man doesn’t heal, then you
will die with him. Do you understand me, daughter? We cannot tolerate a woman who would lie
about something so important. Y ou have two weeks.”

Bethany breathed a sigh of relief as Bose turned and strode out of the room, gesturing for the
guards to follow him. She was left alone with Bragan and the slave. Apparently she was no
longer worth guarding, she realized. She'd never been alone with any of the slaves before.

“This man may die,” Bragan said quietly. “Y ou should have kept your mouth shut.”

"How bad isit?"

"If he doesn't have brain damage or a skull fracture it won't be bad at all,” Bragan replied. "I
have no way of knowing whether he does or not, though. Not without better equipment than we
have here. All 1 can do is treat the obvious wounds and try to keep him from getting an
infection.”

"Do you need anything?"

He gave a harsh bark of laughter, and she blushed. It was afoolish question.

"I need all kinds of things," he said finaly. "But | doubt you can get them for me. How
about some painkillers? If he wakes up heisn't going to be feeling very well.”

"I don't think | can get that for you," she said softly. "My father has some, but he keeps a
close eye on them. He would never give any to me."

"I didn’t think you'd be able to help," he replied with bitter humor. "1 assume you're willing
to help take care of him, given the little bargain you just made with your father?"
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Bethany looked at the doctor and nodded. He looked tired, and a little sad. He had been
friendly enough in the days since she had started working with the slaves, showing her supplies
and helping lift the heavy trays of food from the communal kitchen. Now his eyes were filled
with compassion, and she realized he didn't believe the man was going to live.

“What's his name?’ she asked, turning to the man again. He hadn’t moved since he’'d been
brought up from the mines, not even when the doctor had pried his eyes open and gazed at his
pupils.

Bragan seemed startled by her question. With awry smile, he said, “I have no idea. | try not
to get to know the new slaves any more, because they don't last very long. It's hard enough to
survive, let alone waste energy on friends.”

“1 know what you mean,” she said bitterly. Bragan lifted one eyebrow questioningly.

“That’s a strange sentiment for a young woman like you,” he said slowly. “Although I've
noticed the guards don't treat you with much respect...”

“Why should they?’ Bethany asked darkly. “My husband is dead, and | have no children. |
don’'t serve any purpose here and they al know it.”

“Couldn’t you get married again?’

“No,” she said, closing her eyes against a sudden rush of tears that threatened. “You don’t
understand. | can’'t have children. My husband had two other wives, both of whom had children.
There’'s something wrong with me. No Pilgrim would ever take a woman like me to wife, and
there' s not much else for me here,” she added. “I was living on borrowed time before this.”

“l see,” Bragan said quietly, looking uncomfortable. Changing the subject, he said, “Let’s
get him cleaned up. Want to help? I’'m sure he'll be more interested in a woman’s touch than

mine. He might still be able to hear, so you should speak to him. Encourage him to wake up. It
just might save your life.”

“All right,” she said, looking uncertainly at the slave. “Hello, there, um...well, whatever
your nameis. You'll have to wake and tell me.”

“I'll make up a second pallet here on the floor,” Bragan said. “That way, if he needs
anything during the sleep cycle, I'll be there for him. Y ou'll have to watch him while we're al at
work."

“All right,” Bethany said. She rose to her feet, moving out into the main room to get water.
The slave complex was simple in design, a barracks area, a main room, a storage area and two
tunnels. One went into the mines, and the other led to the main habitation complex and was
heavily guarded. Taking a bucket, she filled it with hot water and grabbed several clean rags.
Then she went back into the storage room, where Bragan was checking the bandage on the back
of the slave's neck. He nodded at her, then moved out of her way. Kneeling beside the man, she
daubed carefully at his face, wiping away the bloodstains.

“I"ll just move my things out of the way,” Bragan said. “I usually keep them on the shelf
right next to my pallet, but if he does wake up and start thrashing he might knock them over."

“What about histhings?’ she asked, looking down at the injured man.
“1 doubt he has any,” Bragan said with a sad smile. “I’'m treated differently because I'm a
physician. I'm more valuable than the others, so they let me keep some odds and ends I've

scavenged around. | have to go now, though. Just clean him up and keep an eye on him. When |
get back at the end of the shift, I'll check him again.”
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Bethany nodded, then set back to work. Bragan walked out into the main room. She heard
the sgueaky sound of a locker opening, then heard him grunting as he pulled on a fresh suit.
Within a few minutes, he had disappeared down the tunnel leading to the mine. She was alone
with the slave.

“1 wonder who you are?’ she asked, wiping at the man's face. His features were becoming
clearer as she worked. His skin tones were darker than hers, although his face held an unnatural
palor from his injuries. He had thick, dark lashes, high cheekbones and full lips. There was
something about his lips that drew her attention—her husband’ s lips hadn’t been like those at all.
She touched the bottom one briefly, wondering at its soft feel. Then she shook her head, and
blushed at her thoughts. The man was injured, and a slave. She had no business touching him.

She managed to get his face and neck clean, and even sluiced some of the water through his
dark hair until it was relatively free of blood. The rest of him presented a problem, though. He
still wore the mangled remains of his pressure suit, which had been quickly patched in the mine
so they could bring him to the surface. His helmet was already off, but she would have to get the
rest of the suit off him before she could clean him up any further. She shouldn't have let Bragan
leave so quickly...

She looked at the suit carefully and realized there was no way it would ever be usable again.
Bragan had already pulled the suit apart where it had been taped at the neck. There were other
taped spots, too. She might aswell cut it off him, she realized.

Bragan had showed her a storage locker earlier that held his limited supply of medical
implements. It was locked, of course, but the guards had coded her fingerprint into all the locks
when Bose first announced she would be working in the slave complex. Pressing her finger
against the plate, she pulled door open and started looking for scissors. She found a pair, re-
locked the cabinet and returned to her patient.

Moving quickly, she cut through the suit's reinforced fabric easily enough. Bragan's scissors
were very sharp, sharper than any she had ever used before. They also seemed to be of higher
quality...where had he gotten them?

The scissors blade slipped and cut her finger. For a minute it didn't hurt, then blood welled
up and it started to sting. She stared at it, startled by the pain. Without thinking she stuck it in her
mouth, then got up to look for something to bandage it with. The blood, warm and salty, filled
her mouth. She wondered if he was in pain, too. Probably not, at least not yet. But he would be
when he woke up. If he woke up... Was there any way she could steal some pain tabs from her
father? She'd have to think about it.

She found a small strip of fabric to wind around her finger. She wrapped it tight, and the
pain seemed to recede a little. Nothing like a little pressure to make the blood stop, she thought.
Time to get back to her patient. She finished cutting apart the pressure suit and peeled to either
side. It was still trapped under his body, though, and now she faced another challenge.
Underneath the suit his clothes were soaked with sweat and stained with blood—they looked and
smelled disgusting, and she knew she had to get them off of him. She would have to cut them off
just like the suit. It was a waste of good material, she realized, but if she cut carefully she would
be able to salvage some of it. Unlike the suit, it was still largely intact. If she destroyed his
clothing, she had no idea what he would wear if he survived. Such cloth was precious...

She started with hisright arm, carefully dlitting the seam of his shirtdeeve. She took care not
to jostle him as she cut, following the seam to his armpit and down the side of his shirt. The
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rough fabric was stiff with dried blood, hard to maneuver. She finished one side, then carefully
cut the seam around the arm and across the shoulder. One side was done.

She moved to his other arm, repeating her actions. Finaly, she was able to pull the entire
front of the shirt off him. Then, cradling his head in her arms, she lifted his upper torso just
enough to dlide the filthy fabric out from under his back. Lowering his head again, she rocked
back on her heelsto look at him.

His chest was like nothing she’'d ever seen before. He was banded with strong, lean muscle,
the result of his manual labor in the mine, she supposed. Lying against it was a crude necklace, a
string holding a shiny round pendant. Lifting it in one hand, she looked at it curiously for a
moment, then let it drop. His necklace was none of her business, she reminded herself firmly. His
stomach was rippled, and a line of dark hair trailed from beneath his pants up and across his
chest. His upper chest was covered in the dark, curly hair, another thing that was new to her. Her
husband had been old—she had never even seen him without a shirt, she realized. This man was
young, and his body was strong... The sight of him was compelling. She felt her cheeks growing
warm.

Unable to control her curiosity, she dropped one finger to his stomach, trailing it along the
line of hair. His skin was soft, but the hairs were stiff and wiry. The sensation was intriguing; she
flattened her palm just above his skin, allowing the tiny hairs to tickle her hand as she moved it.
A shiver went through her, and for some reason she felt tense. She snatched her hand back from
his body, stood up quickly and picked up the bucket. It was time to clean him.

Moving as efficiently as possible, she wiped down his upper body. It was hard not to touch
him with her bare skin, but she managed to keep the rag between them the entire time. His arms
were thick with ropy muscles, his stomach tight and hard. Just looking at him made her feel
dizzy. All too soon, his upper body was clean. Time to deal with the rest of him.

She looked speculatively at his lower body, still clothed in filthy trousers. She was going to
have to cut those off, too. Stifling a sigh, she started cutting carefully along the right seam. As
she moved down the length of hisleg with her scissors, his flesh was revealed. Like hisarms, his
legs were thick with muscles, and small dark hairs bristled against the backs of her fingers
whenever she touched him by accident.

She finished the seam, then moved around to the other side of his body. Once again she
attacked the rough threads of his garment, determined to preserve the fabric. She would wash it
and stitch it back together for him.

When both sides were cut, she gathered a deep breath and started to pull the fabric off his
limp body. Fortunately, she was able to get the pants off without moving him too much, although
she did have to reach one arm under his back to lift his lower body dlightly. She kept her eyes
averted from his genitals, embarrassed by how much she wanted to look at him. The air was
chilly, and before her eyes small bumps rose on his leg. He was cold, she realized. She needed to
get him covered.

She looked around the storeroom and found a blanket, folded neatly beside the pallet Bragan
had made up for himself. She brought it back out to her patient, and draped it across his upper
body and groin. In doing so, she couldn't help but notice the smooth length of his soft penis.
Even at rest, it was much larger than her husband's had been. What would it look like fully
aroused, she wondered? A shiver passed through her at the thought. Blushing, she forced herself
to look away. Then she attacked his lower legs with her water-soaked rag.
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His feet were huge. That was her first thought—so much bigger than her own. Her husband's
had been smaller than this, too. This slave was tall, she remembered, from when she'd seen him
the barracks. Much taler than any of the Pilgrim men. Around each ankle were vicious scars.
The manacles used to restrain him must have caused them, she realized. She trailed one finger
along the ridge of twisted skin, a mixture of old, white scars over-laid with newer red ones. He
had suffered a long time. She shuddered, thinking of the pain those scars represented. Don't think
about it, she reminded herself. There's nothing you can do about that. It's just the way things are.

Both feet clean, she started working her way up. His calves were lean and tight. The tiny
hairs bristled at her touch as she washed him. The further she moved up his body, the more
mesmerizing she found her task. His skin was smooth, but still much rougher than hers. She
shivered, wondering what was wrong with her. It was hardly cold. She felt hot and restless. If
anything, she wanted to loosen her collar and get some fresh air.

By the time she reached his knees she had grown short of breath. There was something
about the feel of his skin that made her feel aimost lightheaded. Each muscle in his leg was
sharply defined; not an ounce of extra skin to be found anywhere.

All too quickly she reached the point where she had to move the blanket aside, exposing his
groin. Shetried not to look at his penis, moving briskly and efficiently. But her eye kept catching
on it, and she just had to find something out...was it as soft and smooth as it looked? Glancing
behind her quickly to make sure no one had magically appeared to watch her, she touched the
length of it. The skin was incredibly soft. Much softer than she would have dreamt possible on a
man as hard as this one. It was longer than her hand, and she alowed her fingers to drift down
the length toward the smooth head. Tracing the flared tip, she realized that it was changing
dlightly. He was hardening under her touch, and she jerked her fingers back in horror. But when
she looked at his face, she realized he was still completely unconscious.

Of course, touching him was wrong, but when would she ever have another chance like this
one? For al she knew he would never wake up again. And if he didn't, she would be dead in two
weeks. Startled by her own daring, Bethany reached toward his penis again, lifting it gently with
her fingers. She stroked it up and down several times, and was rewarded by the sight of it
growing longer and harder under her ministrations. To her fascination, the head turned dark red,
and then asmall bead of moisture welled from the tip.

She was fedling fluttery, her breath coming quickly. Under the harsh fabric of her tunic, she
could feel her nipples peaking. They were so sensitive that they almost hurt as she leaned further
across the man to examine his face. The fabric of her dress was intolerably rough. She shook her
head, trying to regain control of herself. But instead she leaned in closer to his face, studying it.
It remained completely blank, but his lips looked so soft and inviting she couldn't prevent herself
from wanting to touch them again. Without pausing to consider her actions, she lowered her lips
to his, kissing them gently. She brushed against them once, twice, then sat up and pulled the
blanket over his body. Flushing deeply, she took afew deep breaths and sat back on her heels.

She knew what she had done was wrong. She sat there, examining her feelings for a few
minutes, and realized that she didn't regret her actions one bit. In fact, just thinking about
touching him excited her in away that was totally different from anything she'd ever felt with her
aging husband. This man was young, and strong. He was sick, but he was still more interesting
than any of the Pilgrim men she'd ever met. Saving him had been the right thing to do. A
sensation of calm came over her. Whatever happened in two weeks, she wouldn't regret her
decision.
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It took more than an hour to ferry all three carts of food to the barracks at the end of the
slaves work cycle. It would be cold by the time the men came in from the mines, but that didn't
really matter. It was till food, and they would be hungry. She had their dinner ready and waiting
by the time they arrived back from work, escorted by severa Pilgrim men she had known in her
childhood. Of course the men didn't even bother to acknowledge her presence now. Several of
the dlaves looked toward the storage room with vague curiosity, but none seemed inclined to go
over and visit. They seemed too tired to care about their fallen comrade.

Bragan came over to check on him as soon as he pulled off his pressure suit and stowed it in
alocker. She could see the fatigue in his face, but the doctor still took his time while checking
his patient over. Bethany searched his face anxiously for some sign of what to expect.

"There's no real change,” Bragan said, sitting back on his heels. "He's dehydrated, though,
and if he doesn't wake up soon he never will. Of course, if we had even the simplest of
equipment here | could do something about that, but I don't even have a way to get fluids down
him asit stands."

He sat back and sighed heavily. "I'm too old for working in the mines. Usualy | don't have
to do the heavy labor, but they've got me substituting for him right now." He gestured toward the
man with his chin. "I'm going to get my food now. Isit al right if his bunk mate visits him for a
minute, before the lock they barracks down for the sleep cycle?”

"Sure," Bethany said. She stood and stretched tiredly. "It's been a long day. You must be
eager to sleep.”

"That's the truth," Bragan said. He stood and walked out of the room. A few seconds later a
tall, muscular man with deep black hair came in. His face was streaked with dirt, and he scowled
at Bethany. She shivered, and suddenly realized she was alone with him. His eyes roamed up and
down her body, stripping her naked, then looked away from her dismissively.

"How ishe?' he asked in alow voice.

"Bragan doesn’'t know how he's doing," she replied. To her disgust, her voice cracked. There
was something about this man that scared the hell out of her, but she stood her ground, watching
as he knelt beside the man and touched his face with surprising gentleness. Then he stood again
and walked out of the room without speaking. Bethany exhaled heavily, and sagged against the
wall. It was all too much, she thought. Far too much for one day.

She shook herself, then turned to her patient and made sure he was tucked in for the night.
She went back out into the main room and started hauling the empty food carts back to the
kitchen. The few men who weren't in the barracks watched her with blank eyes as they patched
their pressure suits and checked their equipment. Finally, her work completed, she watched in
silence as the guards locked the men in. Then, walking behind them as a good woman should,
she made her way out the main door of the slave compound and into the tunnel connecting it to
the main habitation bubble. Another cycle was over.

*k k k%

That night as she dept, she dreamt again and again of the man's injuries. Each time they
were slightly different. At one point, his leg was crushed, and he was crawling toward her, one
hand outstretched and pleading for help. Another time he was blind, stumbling through the mine,
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trying to find her. She tossed and turned as dream after dream hit her, buffeting her with their
intensity. Every time his injuries were worse and she never managed to help him. All the dreams
ended the same way, though. Her father, leading a group of Pilgrim guards, would drag them to
an airlock. The doors would slide shut and the air would be pumped out with a wheezing, hissing
sound. Then, their lungs bursting within them, she and the slave would die.
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Chapter Three
One cycle after the mine collapse

Logan had trouble sleeping that night, his mind spinning with possibilities. If removing Jess
implant worked and Jess survived, they had a whole new hope for survival. If Bragan could
remove one in an oxygen tent in the mines, he could remove more. They could escape.

He forced himself to stay in his bunk, conserving his energy despite the restless tension that
filled him. When the wake-up sounded, he jJumped to his feet. Time to find Bragan. The doctor
came into the main barracks to get his food a few minutes later, and Logan pulled him to one
Side.

"How is he doing?’

"He's doing great," Bragan said. "He woke up in the night. Seemed a little confused and in a
lot of pain, but | managed to get some water into him. | told him about the implant, too."

"What did he say?"

"He was glad we'd done it," Bragan said, wiping one hand across his forehead nervousdly.
"Started talking about escape right away, about rescuing his sister. | was relieved to hear it, |
have to admit."

Logan nodded. No point in rubbing it in.

"How long was he awake?"'

"For about an hour, on and off,” Bragan said. "He woke up several times during the night.
We've decided that we'll keep him ‘unconscious' for several days. That way he'll be completely
free to listen and spy on them without any suspicion. He'll report what he finds out through me,
and together we can come up with aplan.”

"That's great,” Logan said, grinning fiercely. "l want you to take out my implant today. We'll
switch partnersin the lift. | know someone who owes me afavor. He'll cover for us.”

Bragan stared at him.

"I won't do that,” he said. "It's completely irresponsible. For one thing, I'm not a surgeon.
We don't even have any anesthetic. There's agood chance | could kill you!"

"I don't need anesthetic,” Logan said coldly. Bragan laughed.

"Y ou think you're pretty tough, don't you?' he asked. "Well | won't do the surgery without
some way of sedating you. You think you don't need any pain killers. You're wrong. Even the
dlightest movement during the surgery could be disastrous, and then I'd have a body on my
hands. Not only that, you need to be able to work the next day. There is no way you'd be able to

do that without some kind of medication. Even with medication, you'd be doing well to be up and
walking around.”

"How did you get the alcohol ?* Logan asked. "Wouldn't that work?"

"It'savery poor substitute and | doubt | could get any more," Bragan said. "And what little |
do have needs to be saved for emergencies’

Logan smiled at him, baring his teeth.
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"I think you should reconsider,” he said. "l know what I'm capable of handling. Life could
get very unpleasant for you if you refuse to help me with this."

Bragan shrugged.

"Life is aready very unpleasant for me,” he said. "And you can't force me to do anything.
Remember, if | don't like you al | have to do is agree to the surgery. You have no way of
controlling what | do inside that tent. I could have you dead in seconds, and don't think I
wouldn't do it. No anesthetic, no surgery.”

"What about the girl?" Logan asked suddenly. " She seems to like you. Can you convince her
you need pain medication for Jess?"

"I do need pain medication for Jess," Bragan said. "And I've already asked her about it. She
says she can't help, but I'll keep working on it."

"Do that," Logan said. "And be prepared. If we're going to do this, you'll have to operate on
al the men eventually. And we'll have to do as many as possible before the escape attempt. I'm
starting to put a plan together, but we'll need Jess on the outside to help us. That means we have
less than two weeks to pull this off..."

%k k k%

Third cycle after the mine collapse

Beth brushed out her hair and braided it quickly before leaving her room. It was strange,
getting used to her new schedule. She was waking up just as everyone else got ready to sleep.
But in many ways she enjoyed that. The less she saw of her father, for one, the better.

She was early, but she needed to get breakfast for the slaves before they left for the mine.
Fortunately she wasn't responsible for actually cooking it—that was done in the communal
kitchen which served most of the station. Still, carting enough food for a hundred men took quite
a bit of time. She was also eager to check on her patient. Would he show any improvement after
resting?

For the past three days she had checked him carefully each morning, wishing desperately to
see some sign that he might wake up. He was getting painfully dehydrated; at least that's what
Bragan told her. She actually thought he was looking quite well, given his situation. According
to Bragan, there was little hope for him if he didn't wake up within the next day. Her hands
trembled momentarily as she raised a hand to open the apartment door. If the man died, would
Boze have her killed immediately? She glanced around the room. It was bare, gray, anything but
comfortable. At the same time, it was her home. Would this be the last time she saw it?

As she stood there, a woman padded softly out of Boze's room toward the fresher. It was
Moriah, ayoung widow who worked in the kitchens. Beth stared at her, shocked by her presence.
What had she been doing there?

Moriah seemed equally horrified to see Beth. She was caught, and she knew it. Regardless
of Boze's stature as station leader, Moriah's punishment for being caught in his apartment would
be terrible if she were discovered. Beth tried to think of why the woman would do such afoolish
thing. Moriah raised one hand tentatively, pushing a lock of black hair behind one ear. She
fingered the side of her neck softly, and then Bethany saw it. An ugly bruise, red and new,
circled Moriah'sthroat. A wave of nausea came over as she realized Boze had forced the girl.
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Walking quickly across room, she silently took Moriah into her arms. The woman trembled;
silent sobs shook her body.

"He says | have to marry him," she whispered into Beth's shoulder. "I don't have a choice.
He says | could be pregnant aready, and if that happens while I'm unmarried we all know what
will happen to me."

There was nothing to say, so Bethany simply held her a moment longer. Then Moriah
pushed away from her and wiped her eyes.

"We need to get to the kitchens," she said. "I'm supposed to help prepare the slaves meal
tonight. If I'm late, someone might suspect. Will you help me leave? If you can check the
corridor to make sure no oneis out there, | can dlip away..."

"Of course," Bethany said quickly. "I'll check for you."

They crept softly across the room, and Bethany opened the door. She stepped out into the
corridor and looked carefully each way. No one.

"It's safe to come out,” she whispered, and Moriah crept out behind her. Quickly, the
younger woman scuttled down the hallway toward her own apartments. She had a child, a
daughter less than a year old, Bethany remembered. Hopefully someone she could trust had been
with her. Another wave of nausea came over her as she realized it was entirely possible that
Moriah had been forced to leave the baby all alone. Forced to do so by Bose, her own father.

She started toward the slave complex to pick up the food carts. It was better not to think
about these things. They were entirely out of her control. The day guards were still on duty,
lounging outside the main entrance to the complex. The men had been locked in the barracks the
cycle before, so there was no reason to leave anyone stationed in the main room or the mine. The
two men opened the locked and barricaded doors for her without comment, closing them behind
her with aloud, clanging noise.

She made her way quickly down the short corridor into the main room. To one side was the
tunnel leading to the mines, but all she could think of was checking on the slave. Opening the
storage room door, she flicked on the light and moved quickly to his pallet. Bragan groaned,
rolling over to cover his eyes with hisarm.

"Couldn't you knock first?' he moaned.
"I'm sorry," she said softly. "I didn't mean to startle you. How is he doing this cycle?’

"He'sfine," Bragan muttered. "I'm going back to sleep. I've still got several minutes before |
need to be up and I'm going to use them."

She nodded, and stepped over the sleeping man to check on the slave. His name was Jess,
she reminded herself. Bragan had told her the cycle before. Calling him by name was infinitely
better than "the dave'. He was lying in the same position she had left him, looking so weak and
pale that it scared her. How could he still be alive? He hadn't had any food or water for days, yet
when she checked his pulse; it was still strong. She gave a sigh of relief for that—she had at |east
one more day to live. She shook her head, clearing away the morbid thoughts, then stood and I eft
the storeroom.

There was no time to waste. She had to get the carts to the main kitchen. They would wake
the dlaves in less than an hour, and the food had to be ready for them. Pushing the first of the
three large carts, she made her way back through the main room and down the corridor. The
guards let her back through the re-enforced doors, and she walked briskly toward the communal
kitchen area.
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Unlike her father's apartment or the slave complex, the kitchen was a sea of activity. All
around her, women and young girls were chatting and laughing together as they cleaned up from
the last meal of the day. The kitchen was usually like this, at least as long as the kitchen
supervisor, a stern and humorless woman named Magda, wasn't around. She usually left just as
the evening meal was being served. For many of the women—Bethany included—hours spent in
the kitchen following that meal were the most pleasant on the station.

She didn't have many female friends here. She had left so many years ago to be married that
few of the girls she grew up with were still around. Most had moved to various other mining
stations to be with their husbands. As a widow without children, she didn't fit in the rest of them.
Some of them scorned her, but others looked on her with kindness. She might not have friends,
but certainly she wasn't among enemies in the kitchen. At least not in the evening, when the
younger women worked.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Moriah. She was wearing a high-necked tunic which
completely covered the bruises Bethany knew were on her neck. Moriah shot her a quick smile,
and Bethany gave a sigh of relief. If someone had caught her sneaking out of the apartment she
wouldn't be smiling.

Pushing the cart over toward the big kettles at one end of the kitchen, she steadied it as two
of the women poured nutritional gruel into the large tubs. As soon as they were full, she headed
back with the cart. It was heavy now, but she didn't allow herself to think about it how hard it
was to push. She still had two more trips to make before she ate her own breakfast, and then it
would be time to wash everything again.

%k k k%

She was back. Jess forced himself to lay utterly motionless, in the same position he had been
when she left him earlier. It was hard to ignore the smell of the hot food she had wheeled into the
main room.

Her name was Bethany. Her presence had filled his senses from the moment he'd awakened
three days earlier. Everything about her seemed beautiful to him—amazing. Bragan seemed to
have no appreciation for the beauty of her name when he'd mentioned it, yet Jess repeated it to
himself over and over like a mantra. Bethany. He loved her clean smell, loved listening to the
soft songs she would hum as she cleaned and worked. He also loved the occasional touches she
gave him, checking his forehead or wiping his face as he feigned sleep.

Bragan said she was an outcast among her own people. He seemed to feel she could be
trusted, and the story of how she'd saved his life was certainly amazing to Jess. Still, he wanted
her to believe he was unconscious for another day. The longer he was incapacitated, the more
likely he was to learn valuable information. Bragan had often tried to spy on the guards at night,
but he was too tired to stay up much. Fatigue could kill aman in the mines. Jess' injury had given
him the perfect excuseto rest al day and plot all night.

He waited quietly she wheeled the heavy carts of food in to the men. He could hear their
activity. Fifteen minutes to eat. Then they were pouring out of the barracks and suiting up for
their work in the mine. Another day, just like all the others beforeit.

Bragan stopped in, followed by the woman. Jess lay still as he took his pulse, then spoke to
the woman.
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"He seems to be stronger,” Bragan said cautiously. Jess held back a snort of amusement. He
was better al right. Last night he and Bragan had talked for an hour, planning his slow process of
"recovery" and the escape they hoped would follow. In all honesty, he was still weak. But there
wasn't any reason he couldn't have gone back to the mine in aday or so.

Instead, they were going to keep him out for aimost the entire two weeks. It was a delicate
balance. If he were too sick the Pilgrims would give up on him. But he couldn't go back to work
until the last minute. He needed every moment of precious freedom to plan and plot the escape.
If things went well, he would be free in less than two weeks. Free or dead.

Jess was relatively certain that if he could come up with a decent escape plan, the men
would follow him. Logan was covering his end; aready they had ten volunteers who wanted
their implants removed. If everything went off just right, that might be enough. They were
willing to risk death to get out. But up to this point, no one had been able to find an avenue of
escape that had even a chance of success.

He was determined to do it, or die trying.

The men had |eft for the mine now. She was moving around in the room, and he could hear
the rattling of the carts. He was so damn hungry—Bragan had promised to leave him some food
in his locker. He had to wait until the men were all in the mines and she was gone to get it,
though. The carts rattled again, and he could hear her washing the trays. It seemed like forever...
he imagined the tiny bits of porridge left on them, being washed into the station's recycler. They
would be used again, perhaps for dinner that night. But he needed food now...

Finally, she finished. She loaded the carts up and then rapped on the outer door. The guards
on the other side opened it, letting her out. He heard the door slam shut, and slowly raised
himself from the pallet.

Opening the door slowly, he peeked out to make sure the room was empty. It was.

He crept over to Bragan's locker. Nothing. He pawed through the contents, and then he
found it. Damn, but the man was resourceful.

There was an empty blast casing, the type the Pilgrims used to form the plastic explosives
used in the mining. They were careful never to allow the slaves access to the explosives, of
course. All the blasting was done during the slaves' sleep cycle.

But the forms they used sometimes got lost. There was a bounty for returning them, an extra
ration of food at night. But many of the slaves kept them, using them for other things.

Bragan had filled this one with porridge.

It was cold and gelatinous. It wouldn't flow out freely, so he dug his finger in, digging at it
and stuffing it into his mouth. Nothing had ever tasted better in the history of time. Nothing.

All too soon it was gone. Bragan had warned him he needed to be cautious about over-
eating, and his stomach was full. Hunger satiated, he was suddenly aware of the low, painful
throbbing in the back of his neck. There was nothing they could do about the pain. He gritted his
teeth, willing himself to ignore it. Quickly, he cleaned out the empty tube and put it back in
Bragan'slocker. They would need it again that night.

He crept back to the storage room, uncertain of how much longer he had before she
returned. He needed to find a way to time the guards' movements during the work cycle. The
bastards had to have a weakness, and Jess was going to find it.
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Bethany ate her own small bowl of porridge in the kitchen. The kitchen crew was cleaning
up the last of the main evening meal, as well as preparing special food for the blasters returning
from the mine. They worked in two shifts, blasting by day and guarding the slaves by night. Of
course, the elders, such as her father, weren't directly involved in the mining efforts. That would
hardly be appropriate for their dignity. There were aso groups who traveled between
settlements, and a very small number who traveled to Discovery Station, where the ore was
processed.

Eventually, even that small bit of contact would be curtailed.

The cost of the ore-refining equipment was very high, but for a decade the elders had been
saving and planning for the day when they could start their own refining operation. Then they
would be able to send shipments directly to the central temple on Karos, where the Celestial
Pilgrim himself had lived. All part of some glorious plan she had never been worthy of sharing,
she thought darkly. How many women like herself had spent their entire lives working in service
of that plan? Did any of them every really understand what they were working for?

Her train of thought was broken when someone sat down beside her. It was Moriah. The girl
smiled at her nervoudly.

"Thank you for your help earlier,” Moriah said quietly. "l hope you don't mind me sitting
with you."

She looked unsure of herself, almost as if she were afraid Bethany might stand up then and
there to accuse her of immoral behavior. Bethany smiled, wanting to ease the younger woman's
fear.

"It's nice to have company,” she said softly. "I grew up here, but | left when | was fourteen. |
don't feel like | really know the people here anymore.”

"Yes, | remember hearing that your husband had passed,” Moriah replied. "Was it terribly
hard for you? | felt like my life was over when they told me Ger—my husband—had died in the
mines. | was seven months pregnant..."

"I'm so sorry," Bethany said. She could see the girl was still troubled. It was hard to
understand why a woman would be sad over losing a husband. Then again, not all husbands were
like Avram had been... "l take it you had alove match?"

"Yes," she replied softly. "I was betrothed to his older brother, but he died before we could
marry. | practically grew up with Ger. | fostered with his family after the betrothal. | hate to
admit it, but part of me was happy when | heard his brother was dead. | don't think | could have
stood living so close to Ger as his sister-in-law...1 guess | should just be glad for the time we
had."

"Was he a blaster?' Bethany asked. Setting explosives in the mine was one of the most
dangerous jobs on the station. Unlike other dangerous jobs, it couldn't be given to slaves. As an
elder, her own father had managed to avoid working the mines for many years.

"Yes, ablaster,” Moriah said, her voice trailing off. "l never thought things would turn out
likethis," she added in a bitter voice.

Bethany nodded. There was nothing else to say. Her father had hurt this woman and would
probably hurt her again. There was nothing either of them could do to prevent that from
happening.
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They sat without speaking for several minutes. Finally, her food finished, Bethany set down
her spoon and looked intently at Moriah.

"I realize | can't help you much,” she said quietly. "But | just wanted to let you know that
you aren't totally alone, here."

"I redlize that,” Moriah said smiling at her shyly. "It's good to have afriend."

Bethany nodded. They shared a situation, and now they shared a secret. It was good to have
afriend.
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Jess lay quietly. He'd been resting, and listening, all day. One time she’d nearly caught him.
She'd been cleaning out in the main room, and had abruptly walked into the storage room to get
something. Fortunately, he had just returned to his pallet after getting a drink of water. If she
caught him up and moving the game would be over.

It was easy enough to track movements through the area during the day. There were very
few vigitors. The blasters wouldn't come through until the slaves had returned from the mines; to
Jess' surprise, there didn't seem to be any regular guard patrols. Just two men who stood outside
the dlave quarters, and those stationed at the head of the mineshaft.

Of course, the slaves were usually far too tired to do anything that might upset their captors
inthefirst place...

A plan was starting to take shape in his mind, but he still had quite a few details to work out.
He had realized not long after he'd first arrived that it would be relatively easy to overpower the
guards watching the mine if their slave implants were out of commission. While armed, they
were vastly outnumbered. Their communication equipment was poorly maintained. Failures had
become commonplace, and no one gave it any thought if they fell out of touch with each other. If
he and the other slaves could jump the guards one by one, no one would notice their absence for
an hour or more.

But once they got rid of the guards, they faced a whole new set of challenges. There were
only two ways out of the mine. One was with the ore, which ran on a large conveyor up and out
to the transport ship, where it was loaded and taken to the processing plant. Unfortunately for the
daves, the conveyor ran through the same area that housed much of the equipment used to
produce a protective force shield over the settlement. It kept them from being destroyed by other
asteroids. But the base equipment also produced a disruptive electro-magnetic field that would
kill any human who came too close to it. The entire system had to be powered down before it
could be serviced. There was no way they'd be able to get out that way. Of course, if they could
disable it somehow... So far, he hadn't been able to come up with away to do that.

But their other option, the main doorway, was a great deal more promising. It was locked
from the outside, and guarded by two men. The tunnel was narrow, designed so those two men
could defend it easily against alarge group of escaping slaves.

Assuming those men were paying attention to their duties.

But every time Bethany went to the doorway and knocked to be let out of the slave quarters,
he noticed that they took several minutes to respond. What were they doing? He suspected they
abandoned their post regularly. After al, it had to be incredibly boring to simply stand guard at
the end of a narrow tunnel day in and day out. That boredom could make all the difference for
the slaves as they tried to escape.
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Y es, there were possibilities all right. It wasn't time to give up and die just yet...

* %k k* k%

Fifth cycle after the mine collapse

"Can | have some water?' Jess whispered as she came into the storage area at the beginning
of the next work cycle.

She gasped, and dropped the bucket she carried.

He was awake.

She redlized Bragan was sitting up next to him, smiling.

"Look who woke up during the night," Bragan said, waving an arm toward Jess. "I'm out of
water, though. He needs more and | have to get ready for work. Can you help him?"

"Of course," she said, eyeslighting up.

The sudden relief was incredible. She felt light, almost giddy, so excited that she could
hardly think. He was awake, and he was going to live.

She was going to live, too. Until that moment, she hadn't quite realized just how much she
wanted to.

"Water," he whispered again. She laughed, and pulled herself together.

"Of course,” she said. "I'll be right back with water for you."

She turned and hurried out to the main room. He would have to drink water out of the sink.
Foul stuff, compared to the filtered drinking water they drank in the main compound. She'd
always assumed the slaves got filtered water, too, but if that was the case, she didn't know where

it came from. All she'd been able to find was water straight from the recycler, the kind she only
used to clean at home...

None of that mattered. He was dive.

But he wouldn't be for long if she didn't get some fluids into him. He must be terribly
dehydrated. Not to mention hungry. With that thought, she realized she was already running late
with breakfast for the daves. And if she were late, they would be late to start their work for the
day. Perhaps more likely, they might end up having to work without food. That was no good.

Moving quickly, she brought him the water. He leaned up feebly on one arm, but wasn't able
to take the cup himself.

"I'm sorry, but I'll have to help you with thisin afew minutes," she said. "Otherwise no one
will get their food. I'll be back soon."

With that, she darted back out of the room and headed toward the entrance.
She had to get going with those carts.

* %k k k%

He had made a tactical error, Jess thought. He'd wanted her to help him drink the water. It
would maintain the fiction that he was still desperately ill. More importantly, she would be
forced to touch him.
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He wanted her to touch him very much...

He had listened to her, watched her movements as much as possible, al day yesterday. Her
smell hung in the air around him. Her skin was pale, very white. It looked creamy and clean. He
wanted to know if it tasted as good as he thought it might.

He liked her voice, too. It was soft, and she liked to sing little songs as she cleaned. They
sounded sad to him, and he wondered what her life was like. Was her husband good to her? A
wave of resentment washed over him. He didn't want to think about her husband..If she had one,
it was likely he'd be killed during their escape attempt. For a brief moment he hoped he might be
the oneto kill him. Hardly the way to win her affections, he thought wryly.

He could hear her coming back. First there was the screech of the outer door opening, and
then there was the rattling noise the food cart made as she pushed it. A moment of silence, and
the door screeched again. She would make the same trip three times, bring enough food for a
hundred men. And the guards wouldn't lift afinger to help her—they never helped the women.

Finally she came for the third time. This time, there were others with her. They joked and
laughed among themselves. Noises in the outer room grew louder, and Jess realized the night
shift—the blasters—must be passing through, finished with their work. Blasting had ended quite
awhile back, though. Why had it taken them so long to come up from the mine? He had no idea
if this was the normal schedule; the slaves were never allowed out until after the blasters were
gone, and the entire complex was locked tight.

The noise died down, and then a new noise began. The main door to the slave barracks was
opened, and suddenly the bustle of a hundred men preparing themselves for a day of work
flooded the air. The barracks were fully sound-proofed, he realized. Interesting...

The door opened suddenly. He barely managed to drop his head in time, and for one minute
he thought she'd caught him sitting up.

"You're safe, it's just me," Bragan said. "l've come to check on you. She's very excited that
you're awake, you know...and concerned,” he added with alaugh. " She wanted to make sure that
| helped you with any 'personal’ needs you might have before | leave for the mine."

Jess looked at him, startled. Then a gy grin stole across his face.

"I hadn't thought about that,” he said slowly. "Thisis going to be even better than | thought,"
he said quietly. Bragan gave him a stern [ook.

"She's a sweet little thing," he said. "l have to admit, | like her. | don't want you hurting
her..."

"l don't plan on hurting her,"” Jess said. "But remember, she's one of them. And they're the
reason we're here. Don't be getting too soft on her just because she's a woman. If we're going to
escape this place, people are going to get hurt. Some of them may be women, you know."

"I know," Bragan said. "And | understand what you're saying. | want to get out of here, too.
But we're along way from any kind of successful escape attempt. And remember, you're the only
one who doesn't have an implant. We still need to figure out how we're going to be dealing with
those, too...Logan wants me to do the surgery. | can't do anything without some kind of pain
killer, and she insists she can't get any."

"I have great faith in your abilities, Bragan," Jess said. "Y ou managed to get it out of me
without killing me. I'm sure you'll be able to do the same for the others when the time comes."
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"And suppose we pull this all off," Bragan said. "What am | supposed to do? There's no one
to remove my implant.”

Jess stared hard at him.

"WEe'l find a way to get you out too," he said. Then he grinned. "Look on the bright side.
We probably won't survive the escape attempt. Don't borrow trouble, Bragan."

The doctor snorted, then looked to the door.

"I need to get going," he said. "How are you feeling?’

"Pretty good, all things considered,” Jess said. "My head still aches, and | don't have all my
strength yet. But I'm doing considerably better than you'd think™

"WEell, try and pretend you're in terrible pain today. | want her to be worried about you, so
worried that she'll risk stealing those pain meds,” Bragan said. "Before | go, do you want me to
help you with your 'personal needs?' he asked, grinning. Jess glared at him in response.

"I'm fine, thanks," he said. "I'll take care of myself.”
"Just don't let her catch you doing it."

"I know what I'm doing,” he replied. "You let me and Logan worry about the escape. You
think about the best way to remove the implants.”

"I hope you know what you're doing,” Bragan replied, his tone turning serious. "Otherwise
we're al going to die here."

"We're going to die here anyway," Jess said quietly. "I don't know about you, but 1'd rather
diefighting."

* %k k k%

The slaves had eaten and were starting to put on their suits by the time she was able to get
back to Jess. He looked so pale and wesak...At least the bandage on the back of his head had
stopped oozing. Bragan said he would need to continue using the antibiotics for the next two
weeks.

"How are you?' she asked softly as she came into the room.

"My mouth isdry," he whispered. "I can't drink by myself."

"Didn't Bragan comein to see you?" she asked. "l thought | saw him in here."

"Yes, hedid,” Jessreplied. "But I'm thirsty again. Can you help me?’

"Of course," she said, kneeling next to him. Her breath caught, and she blushed. He was till
naked under the covers; she was going to have to touch him. Not that she hadn't touched him
before, but this time he was awake and alert. It was totally different.

"Can you raise your head at all?* she asked.

"No," he said, his voice thready. "My neck feels so weak. And it hurts. Bragan says | nearly
died."

"Yes, you did," she replied. "It was horrible when they brought you up from the mine. | was
sure you were dead."

"Canyou lift my head abit so | can drink?" he asked, his eyes meeting hers. They were dark
blue. Her breathing stopped. He was so handsome, better to look at than any man she'd ever met
before. Without thinking, she raised her hand and pushed his black hair away from his eyes. He
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gave a feeble smile, and she smiled back. Even the scruff of hair along his chin was
mesmerizing.
"Water?' he whispered again. She started in surprise. She'd forgotten all about the water.

"Sorry," she replied, feeling a hot blush start up her cheeks. For some reason she just didn't
seem to think very well around this man.

Now, how to do this? She was going to have to raise him, and support his head somehow
with her arm. Otherwise the water would just choke him.

"Bragan tells me you don't have any paralysis. You're lucky," she said, leaning over him. He
nodded, closing his eyes in exhaustion. Moving carefully, she rolled him to one side and dlid her
arm under his back. She lifted a bit, allowing his head to rest against her shoulder. It worked; he
would be able to drink now. But his cheek was pressed squarely against her breast...

She grabbed the water with her other hand, roughly sloshing some of it onto the floor. He
didn't seem to notice, she realized with relief. Instead, he drank deeply as she held the cup to his
mouith, lifting his head slightly as he did so.

Even though the cloth of her dress separated his body from hers, it felt asif a red-hot brand
were touching her chest. She knew she must be blushing brightly. Fortunately, he didn't seem to
be noticing. He was focused on the water.

Then his head sank back against her softness. She started to lower him, but he spoke.

"No, | want more water," he said. "But even thisisvery tiring, and I'min alot of pain. Can |
just rest for amoment?’

"Of course," she said, feeling guilty. She'd been so eager to get away from his touch that she
hadn't even thought of his needs. Some nurse she was turning out to be.

They sat there like that for at least five minutes. At first she was tense, but he seemed to be
completely unaware of the inappropriateness of their position. He might be naked, she reminded
herself, but only because he's so sick. She must be some kind of pervert for reacting so strongly
to his body. Why, he could be no more interested in her than a newborn baby was interested in
its mother, she told herself. He needed food, water and care. She would provide it for him. If she
did agood enough job, they would both survive this ordeal.

He was breathing slowly and steadily against her breast. Was he asleep? It seemed strange
that he would drop off so quickly, and while he was thirsty. On the other hand, he did have a
serious head injury, she reminded herself. Probably maintaining consciousness even briefly was
difficult for him. She looked down at him with interest. He certainly seemed to be asleep.

She should really lay him down and get back to work.

But his breath against her breast was warm. Not warm, hot. She could feel his heat
penetrating her clothing each time he exhaed. Her nipples hardened in response and she felt a
tingle of sensation start right at the tip. Giving in to temptation, she closed her own eyes and
leaned back against a storage unit, still holding him cradled against her body.

She told herself she was just taking care of him. She knew she was lying. Each breath sent a
new tingle of sensation winding through her. They started at the peak of each breast, then
shimmered down through her stomach toward that secret spot between her legs. Oh, it was
wrong. He was sick; he wasn't even conscious. But just holding him was so good she couldn't
make herself stop.
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Feeling very daring, she raised her free hand and touched a strand of his hair. It was soft,
and would hang around his shoulders when he was upright. Of course, she knew that from
before. But somehow seeing it so close was different. Each strand was like silk. Bragan must
have been helping him keep it clean somehow, she realized. She rubbed the lock of hair between
her fingers. It was thick...what would it feel like to stick her fingers into it? She shivered.

He gave alittle moan in his sleep. Guilt washed over her.

The poor man was probably in pain. His neck was injured; there was a terrible wound on the
back of it. What kind of sick person would hold him this way and cause him more pain?

Moving carefully, she lowered him to the pallet. He was difficult to maneuver, and at one
point she accidentally pressed both breasts against his face. He moaned again. Such suffering...
She felt so bad for him. Perhaps she could find a way to steal some painkillers like Bragan had
suggested. They were locked up, but still, she owed it to him after the way she'd hurt him.

L eaving the cup of water next to him, she stood and brushed herself off.

She had work to do. And when she finished, she was going to find him some painkillers. It
was the least she could do, under the circumstances.

%k k k%

Jess gave a moan of relief when she closed the door behind her. Touching her was heaven
and damnation all at once. The softness of her breasts against his cheek was the most wonderful
thing he'd felt since hed come to this hellhole. And when she'd almost dropped him she'd
crushed his face against both her breasts. It had taken everything he had in his body to keep from
reaching his arms around her, pulling her down to him.

Of course, his neck still hurt. He was weak. But he wasn't dead.

She was incredibly naive. She had no idea the effect her touch had on his body. No one
could have missed an erection the size of his under the blanket, yet she had been oblivious. It
was a good sign; she may not be a virgin, but she wasn't used to a man's body. That meant she
probably wasn't married. It had been along time since she had had sex, if ever.

One less person for him to kill, he thought darkly.

Because if she did have a husband, he would kill him. Of course, if their escape plan worked
he'd have to kill alot of the Pilgrims. This was about survival. But killing Bethany's husband
would have been more.

He reached down under the blanket, feeling his rock-hard cock. He was swollen, close to
exploding. It was a mixture of exquisite pain and terrifying pleasure to be near her. Hopefully
she would be checking on him regularly during the day, he thought with a grin. He had a feeling
he would be very thirsty, and he would need a lot of help with his sSlow recovery. A part of
him—the part that used to be human rather than a disposable life on a mining station—reminded
him that he probably shouldn't manipulate her like this.

Fortunately, that part of him was no longer in charge. She was al his, whether she knew it or
not.
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Chapter Four

Stealing the painkillers was much easier than she'd thought it would be. Just as she was
waking the next cycle, her father came home drunk. Within seconds, he was bellowing at her to
find "something to make his damn head stop hurting." She had her excuse.

There were a few pain tabs in fresher, but she quickly pocketed them and went out into the
living area. Careful to keep her eyes downcast, she folded her hands before her and waited for
permission to speak.

"Where the hell are my pain tabs?' Bose demanded.

"Y ou used them all last cycle,” she said quietly.

"You're lying," he said, words slurring together. "I would have remembered to get more. |
never forget them. There were two left.”

"I'm sorry, father," she replied quietly. Her heart raced. If she got caught in her lie, she was
done for. But she owed it to Jess to help him... "But you caled me late last cycle and had me
bring you the rest of them. | believe you had more to drink, then."

Bose wrinkled his forehead. She knew from experience that he had occasional blackouts.
Not that he would admit it, of course.

"Oh, | remember now," he said expansively, and she gave a sigh of relief. He was too proud
to admit he might have blacked out. How much of his life was he missing, she wondered? He
drank every night. What else could she get away with?

"But that's no excuse for not having pain tabs when | need them," he said, his voice growing
angry.

"Father, | am not authorized to get pain tabs from the medical storage area," she replied
quietly. "1 want only to serve you, but | can't get you the medicine unless you give me that
authority."

He glared at her.

"I'll take care of it," he finaly said, his voice tight. "You go to the infirmary and get the
damn drugs. I'll call ahead and let them know you're coming."

"I believe they're closed for the cycle," she added in a soft voice. He threw his glass at her,
grunting in disgust. She ducked, and the clear liquid splattered against the wall behind her. 1t had
been a mistake to provoke him, but failing to bring back his pain tabs would be a bigger mistake.

"I'll call the medic in his rooms," Bose said. "Now get my pain tabs, and then clean up this
damn mess."

"Yes, sir,” she said, making for the door. She had to hide a smile. The first part of her plan
was working out just fine.

Most of the corridors were deserted as she made her way to the infirmary. The only people
still awake were the women who prepared food for the returning blasters. They also prepared the
gruel for the daves. Bethany knew the tasteless mixture that formed their entire diet was
nutritious. But it was also disgusting. Until she had started caring for the slaves on a regular
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basis, she hadn't realized how good her life was, she mused. They certainly had a more difficult
time of it than she did.

Garand, the station's medic, didn't look happy to see her when she arrived. He paced
nervously outside the infirmary door, pausing only to glare at her.

"You shouldn't have let your father run out of pain tabs," he said tightly. "He's a dangerous
man when he's angry.”

"I redlize that,” she said dryly. "But if | had come to you before now, would you have given
me pain meds? | was under the impression that all narcotics are restricted.”

"Well, they are," he acknowledged. "But in your case | would have made an exception. We
both know your father goes through alot of them. From now on you can come here and get what
you need. I'll key your thumbprint to the lock. | can't afford to have your father angry at me
again."

Bethany stared at him, shocked. Without thinking, she blurted out a question.

"What did he say to you?'

"He threatened to have me put outside the airlock,” Garand said, hands trembling. "He said
he'd do it without taking me to the council first. | believe him, too."

"I didn't realize that,” she said slowly, mind spinning. Bose's actions were completely out of
line, even for an elder. "l can't believe he'd do that. It would be crazy; it could cost him his seat
on the council."

"Do you really think he's still sane?" Garand asked, his voice bitter. "I don't."

"I can't believe you just said that," shereplied. "If Bose heard that he'd—"

"What? He'd go crazy?' Garand gave a harsh bark of laughter. "Too late. Beside that, you're
the only one who's heard me say it. It would be my word against yours. Bose hates you and the
entire station knows it. | don't have anything to fear from you. Y ou'd better keep him happy or
you'll bethefirst to go.”

With that, he thrust a bottle of pillsinto her hand. She backed out of the infirmary, shivering.
Garand hated her father, and he seemed to hate her, too. How many others here shared that
malevolence?

Suddenly, she didn't want to know.

Turning away, she started walking quickly back toward her father's quarters. She palmed the
door open, only to find her father holding Moriah in a tight embrace. She gave a little gasp of
surprise, and he turned to her.

"Good, you're back," he said. He wore a broad smile, seemingly unaware of the impropriety
of the situation. His features were flushed red, and he wobbled unsteadily. Moriah |ooked
terrified, but she stood beside him, propping him up as best she could.

"l have good news for you," Bose said. "You're going to have a new mother. Moriah and |
will be marrying soon."

Bethany looked at Moriah, compassion for the younger woman filling her heart. She didn't
deserve this. But there was nothing she could do abouit it...

"Congratulations, father," Bethany said. "I look forward to your wedding."
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"Oh, you won't be there," Bose said. Her heart froze. Why wouldn't she be there? Was he
planning to put her outside the airlock already? Had he changed his mind about giving her two
weeks?

"You'll be sleeping,” he said. "Y ou’ ve got work to do while the rest of us sleep. | won't have
you neglecting your chores because of awedding. Now where are my pain tabs?’

"Here they are, father,” she said, quickly taking two out of the bottle. "Shall 1 get you
something to wash them down with?"

"No, Moriah will do that,” Bose said. He wavered, then stumbled over to his chair.
Collapsing in it, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. "Moriah will be taking care of me
from now on. You'll stay here for now. Until | find a better place for you. Now get to work."

Shivering, Bethany handed Moriah the two tabs and then quietly opened the door to leave.
Moriah clutched her hand, and leaned over to whisper, "Please don't tell anyone I'm here. You
know what will happen if they find out.”

"I won't tell," Bethany said, squeezing the younger woman's hand. "Don't worry about me.
Worry about him."

"I do," Moriah said, atear welling up in her eye. "I worry about him all the time.”

There was nothing Bethany could say in response. Moriah would have to find her own way
through this.

* %k k k%

Sixth cycle after the mine collapse

Jess had just about figured out the routine. Bethany would arrive each cycle as the blasters
were coming up from the mine. She would check on him briefly and then go to get the food.

By the time she came back with the second cart the guards would have arrived. They
sounded the wake-up, and the men would hurry to get out of bed and get ready. Then she would
arrive with the third cart and they would eat.

Fifteen minutes later the men spilled out of the barracks and suited up. They would go down
into the mine for the day's work and stay there for the next fourteen hours.

The most valuable piece of information he had gleaned was that even as the dlaves were
working, the majority of the Pilgrims slept. And there were very few guards at the mine. He'd
always assumed that the entire contingent was there throughout the cycle. But within minutes of
the last slave entering the mine, all but two of the guards left. Halfway through the slaves work
cycle the guards were relieved by two new men. Other than that, the compound was left empty.

Empty except for him and Bethany.
It was perfect for his plans.

She popped her head in to check on him even before the blasters came up. He heard her
coming, and pretended to sleep. She was more likely to touch him if she thought he was
unconscious, when he was awake she seemed nervous. If he had been less honest with himself,
he could have rationalized pretending to sleep by saying it was so he could spy on her. But he
was more than willing to admit his real purpose. He wanted her to touch him. He wanted to smell
her scent, to feel her soft warm flesh against his. When she'd given him the water the night
before, it had been like touching heaven. He wanted more of that heaven.
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He could hear the faint swish of her skirts as she approached his pallet. Her breathing was
light, as if she were afraid to disturb him even in so small away. Then she was kneeling next to
him, and her cool fingers were touching his forehead.

It was all he could do to keep from moaning aloud.

Instead, he fluttered his lashes and looked up at her sleepily. Her green eyes blinked, and a
soft smile stole across her face.

"How are you today?' she asked, her voice a smooth purr in his ears. As aways in her
presence, he hardened. How much more of this torture could he take? He didn't care how
difficult it was. He wanted to listen to her talk forever.

“I'm all right,” he whispered, voice raspy. "Can you help me with some water? I'd really like
something to eat, too, if you've got it."

"I'll help you with the water," she said. "But we'll have to wait for Bragan to make sure it's
all right for you to eat. | don't want to do anything that might hurt you."

"Y ou could never hurt me," he said without thinking. She blushed, then looked away from
him. She was like a beautiful flower hed once seen, grown hydroponically in a station
greenhouse. Shy and flushed, almost afraid to look straight at him. So lovely...

"I have good news for you," she said. "I managed to get some pain pills. Once Bragan says
it'sall right you'll be able to take some for your neck. I'm sure that will help."

"I'm sureit will, too," he replied.
"I need to get more water, I'll be right back."

She stood and left the small room. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Her smell was
still in the room. Soon she would be touching him again. If there was one thing he'd learned
during histime in the mines, it was to take each moment and savor it.

Being with her was definitely worth savoring.

She came back after a second with the water and knelt beside him again. Then she was
lifting him in her arms again, cradling his head against her breast just as she had the night before.
It was wonderful, even better than he remembered.

This time he sipped slowly at the water she held to his lips. The longer it took him to drink,
the longer it would be before she left. At least that was the theory. Unfortunately they were
interrupted all too soon by the sounds of the blasters returning from work. She gave a startled
little gasp, then lowered him quickly to his pallet. Of course, there was one good thing about her
self-consciousness, he told himself. She was clearly as aware of him as he was of her. He liked
that idea.

"I have to go and get the food," she said, standing. "Bragan will be in to check on you soon.
Well find out about the food and the pain killers then. I'll be back."

With that she was gone, scurrying off to get the carts.

He listened quietly as she brought each cart. Then the noise level rose as the men came out
to suit up. The door opened, and Bragan stepped in.

"We've only got a minute or so, she's coming back," Bragan said. "I have good news. She
had no idea how much pain medication you might need, so she's brought ten tabs. She says she
can get more if we need them."

"Will that be enough?" Jess asked.
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"It will be enough for five men," Bragan said. "You'll have to convince her you're in more
pain so she'll keep giving them to us.”

"When are you going to start removing the implants?* Jess asked.

"I'm doing Logan's today," Bragan said. "It's the most risky, because I'll have to do it in the
mine in a pressure tent. We've decided we can't risk doing this first one in the barracks. Once
Logan's done, he can stand guard while | do the others during the sleep cycle. We don't know if
thiswill work. If he doesn't recover enough in one cycle to keep working, they'll get suspicious’

"What if he doesn't recover?" Jess asked.

"Then he'll have amining accident,” Bragan said grimly. "I'm not willing to sacrifice myself
for your plot. You know that already."

"Does Logan know?'

"Yes, he knows," Bragan answered. "And he's willing to take the chance. Remember, his
wound won't be as serious as yours. Of course, taking out the implant may paralyze him
completely, but I've been able to study yours. It wasn't as hard to remove as you'd think. | guess
someone was feeling cheap when they ordered supplies.”

Bragan started to say more, but he was cut off as Bethany entered the room.
"How is he doing, Bragan?' she asked quietly.
"He's doing all right, but I'm a little concerned,” Bragan said, his face serious. "I've looked

under his bandage and the flesh around the wound appears to be alittle red and flushed. There'sa
bit of infection there. We'll have to keep a close eye on him."

"I think | can do that," she said slowly.
"How about the pain meds?" Jess whispered weakly. "Will | be able to take those, Bragan?"

"Yes, you will," Bragan said. He turned to Bethany. "l want you to give him one every two
hours. Preferably with food. Will that be a problem?’

"No," she said, looking surprised. "But isn't that an awful lot of pain medication? I've seen
my father take two before, but they knock him out for hours at atime.”

Bragan looked serious.

"The type of infection he's developing can be very serious,” he replied. "And very painful. If
heisn't given the meds he may hurt himself asit grows worse."

"Should I be crushing them and putting them in hisfood?' she asked quietly. "It might make
it easier for him."

"No," Bragan said quickly. He exchanged a quick glance with Jess. "No, in fact you should
let him take the pills himself. It will help him moderate his consumption of them. We don't want
him to become addicted."

She frowned.

"Bragan, | don't want to seem difficult, but that doesn't make any sense to me. He can't even
drink by himself, how will he take the pill?*

"You can placeit in his hand and help him lift it to his mouth,” Bragan said quickly.

"How does that keep him from getting addicted?' she asked skeptically. Bragan snorted, and
stood up abruptly. His face grew cold.

"Areyou an Imperialy-trained physician?'
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"No," she said quickly.

"Do you have any medical training at all?"

"No," she whispered. Jess bit his lip, trying not to laugh. Bragan was bluffing so hard it was
almost pitiable.

"WEell, then | suggest you don't question my methods,” Bragan said coldly. "I saved this
man's life and I'm keeping him alive now. | performed surgery on him in a pressurized tent, for
love of the Goddess. How can | possibly be expected to explain years of training and theory on
addiction to you? You don't even have the vocabulary to understand the scientific reasons he
needs to be taking his own medication. Give me one of them right now and I'll show you how to
doit. No, give me two. He's suffered all the past cycle. Thiswill help get the pain under control."

She gulped, then nodded. Bragan took the tabs from her and knelt beside Jess.

"Place them in his hand like this," Bragan said, pretending to give Jess the pills. Jess played
along, clutching his fingers around the imaginary drugs. As Bragan lifted his head, Jess winced.
Somehow being helped by the doctor wasn't the same as being helped by Bethany. It would be
nice to take one of those pain pills, although he wouldn't dream of doing it. If they were going to
escape, they'd need every one of them.

"Then raise his hand to his mouth," Bragan continued. "This allows him to have control over
the medication, to make a choice about taking it."

Jess obligingly pretended to drop the pillsinto his mouth. Next time he'd have to find a way
to hide them in his hand during this...perhaps between his fingers? That might work.

"Now lift the water and let him wash it down," Bragan said in a condescending tone. "Can
you do that, or isit too complex for you?'

"Yes, of course,” she said, her voice tight. "I'm perfectly capable of helping him do that.”

She sounded upset, and to his surprise he felt compassion for her. Ruthlessly he pushed the
feeling aside, forcing his heart to grow cold. He couldn't afford to have warm feelings toward
any Pilgrim.

"Y ou see," Bragan said, lowering Jess head. "It's relatively straightforward. I'm sure you can
handle this. Remember, two pills every hour."

"I'll remember," she said, her voice soft. She stood and left the room quickly. Bragan shook
his head.

"| feel so bad for treating her like this."

"Don't," Jess said. "She's one of them. She may be beautiful and she may be kind, but her
people are the reason we're working ourselves to death here. | don't want to hurt her any more
than you do, but | won't let compassion for her stop me from getting out of here. | would advise
you to do the same."

"You'reright,” Bragan answered. "She is one of them. | just wish that she wasn't."

"Sodol," Jessreplied softly. "Sodo I."

%k k k%

It was a long day for Bethany. She helped Jess drink and take his medications. She fed him
several times, always cradling his head against her body and feeding him herself. The cold
porridge seemed disgusting to her, but he was happy enough to eat it. Of course it was slow
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going for him. Each session took at least twenty minutes, all of it spent with him lying against
her breasts. She was so embarrassed. Every time he touched her it seemed as if her heartbeat
grew fast and fluttery. Her nipples responded to each movement he made. She was terrified that
he would notice the two tight nubs under her clothing. Thankfully, he seemed completely
unaware of her discomfort. It was one small blessing.

By the time the day ended she was exhausted. Between trying to get all her chores done and
caring for Jess, she'd barely had time to run to the infirmary and get more pain meds. He was
getting sicker over the course of the day. She could see it in the confusion on his face, the way he
turned to her without recognition. Several times he spoke, rambling and saying things she
couldn't understand. At one point he started thrashing about, and she'd been forced to throw
herself over his body, pressing him to the pallet with all her weight. He'd settled down after that,
at least for a while, although he grew worse whenever she tried to leave him. Finally she smply
gave up and snuggled down with him in the pallet.

The strange thing was that he didn't feel particularly warm or feverish to her. But then again,
she wasn't a doctor, she reminded herself. Bragan knew what he was talking about. It wasn't her
place to question.
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Part 1l: The Revolt
Chapter Five

Jess was growing restless. It was so hard to keep up his pretense of being an invalid. Ten
cycles had passed since his accident and the men were nearly ready for their revolt. He could tell
that if they didn't move soon they'd have problems. Bose had been in to check on him once
already. Something about the man's manner, standing over him in utter silence as his hands
twitched uncontrollably, made Jess even more nervous than he'd been before. He wasn't sure the
station leader would give him the full two weeks.

Bethany wasn't making things any easier for him. Initialy she had been so attentive;
something he'd done changed that. He suspected she'd seen him hiding one of the pain tabs. Now
she watched him like a hawk, and their supply of pain killers had stopped. She might not know
what was up, but she no certainly longer trusted Jess and Bragan. That was clear enough. She
wasn't willing to touch him any more. Jess missed those touches more than he cared to admit. It
had been so wonderful to feel her against his skin. From the gentle sensation of her fingers
against his cheek to the softness of her breast against his head, everything about her mesmerized
him. Watching her every day without once being able to touch her was unbearable.

Even more unbearable was the fact that he couldn't do anything to counteract her newfound
caution. If he pinned her against awall, took her in the storeroom, she would know he was much
stronger than he pretended to be. The game would be over.

Still, he burned for her. He pretended he was tired of staying in the close confines of the
storage room, told her he needed to get out and move a bit. Every morning she watched with
hooded eyes while he slowly and painfully walked out into the main room, settling on a pallet he
made from his blankets. She never offered to help him, although she took care to make sure he
had water at all times.

Fortunately, she didn't seem to mind leaving him alone in the room as she ran her errands.
Whatever she was afraid of, it never occurred to her that he might steal her supplies, he thought
grimly. He now had a wickedly sharp pair of scissors in his possession, as well as a small knife.
They might be small but he figured they would be more than enough to slit a man's throat. All he
had to do was kill the two guards at the head of the mineshaft. Then he could free Logan and the
28 other men who had volunteered to have their implants removed...

He closed his eyes in sadness for a moment. There were supposed to be 30 men. Two had
died under Bragan's knife. Officially, the Pilgrims believed they'd been killed in mining
accidents. Everything was ready; it was time to make their move. One more cycle and he would
creep softly down the tunnel toward the guards. He would dit their throats slowly and
deliberately, then send the elevator down for Logan and the men. Timing was everything. He had
to move right after the guards changed shifts, mid-cycle. This meant the men he had to kill
would be relatively fresh, which concerned him. But the added benefits of striking while the
entire station slept and no change of guard was expected seemed worth the risk. He and Logan



Joanna Wylde Price of Freedom 45

had gone over the escape a hundred times over the past few cycles, while he was ostensibly
"showering" in the dave barracks with Bragan's help.

Their plans were clear.

Bethany was the key to those plans. He would take her hostage, then they'd use her to trick
the guards into opening the locked door to the mining complex. He didn't like the idea, of course.
She would be in some danger right at the beginning. But they were at war and she was his
enemy's daughter. After the next cycle he would never be a slave again; she was a necessary part
of that. It wastoo late for regrets.

She came into the room with the first of the food carts, interrupting his thoughts. He nodded
at her. It still amazed him that they would leave her alone with him for hours at atime, no sign of
aguard. Just one more example that she was of little value to her people. He thought of his sister
Calla, and his heart ached. No matter what she did, whatever personal failings she might have, he
would never have treated her the way Bethany's family treated her.

It smply wasn't right.
"How are you feeling?' she asked him courteously. She used her foot to kick down the cart's
brake and walked over to the counter.

He already knew what she was doing—she was getting him his bowl! of gruel before it got
cold. Why she did it he had no idea. His company seemed to make her nervous; for all she knew
his very existence could cost her life. Yet she still took the time to bring him his food before it
had time to cool.

"Enjoy your dinner,” she said, giving him a brief smile. "I have to go and get the other
carts."

"Thank you," he said politely, reaching out to take the bowl from her. He deliberately
stretched his fingers so he could touch her hand. That spark of awareness leapt between them,
and he tried to capture her gaze with his. He loved looking deep into those cat eyes. Too bad she
was afraid to meet his stare.

"I have to go," she said, her voice cracking.

Jess smiled. She could pretend all she wanted but there was no way she could deny their
attraction. She wanted him just as much as he wanted her. Once the revolt was over and the
station belonged to the slaves, he was going to make her admit it.

* k k k%

Bethany put both hands against the small of her back, enjoying the way it stretched her
aching spine. The carts were so heavy... at least she was done with them for now. The men were
locked in their barracks. Soon the blasting crews would enter the mine, and she should get some
sleep.

But even as she walked toward her father's apartment, she couldn't stop thinking about Jess.
It was getting harder and harder to ignore him. She'd realized fairly early on, within the first few
days of hiswaking up, that he was taking advantage of her.

And to think she'd felt so dirty and wicked for having thoughts about him. After all, he was
an injured man who relied on her for his very survival. That was until he'd shifted position as she
was feeding him, pressing his erection against her rather blatantly. Suddenly she had realized the
attraction wasn't one sided. It hadn't taken long after that to understand he was milking her for all
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she was worth. Every time she helped him, he was doing his best to feel her up. Worse, he was
hoarding his pain pills. She had to put a stop to it; or he might end up addicted. This kind of
complication was the last thing she needed in her life.

Of course, she understood he was still very sick. Privately she wondered if he would be able
to return to the mine in time to meet their deadline. They'd only discussed it once; he had told her
not to worry. He would make it somehow.

The words haven't been reassuring enough for her.

At least he was tucked in for the cycle, and it was time for her to go home and rest. All the
slaves were fed and locked in the barracks. Jess and Bragan were secured in the store room.
Everything was clean and ready for the next work cycle. She sighed, enjoying the fact that she
had eight blessed hoursto rest and be alone. Her father probably wasn't even out of bed yet.

She made her way through the quiet station. The only signs of life were afew of the younger
women who had helped prepare dinner for the slaves. Now they were hard at work on breakfast
for the rest of the station. Fortunately, Bethany had managed to scavenge some bread earlier so
she wouldn't have to waste precious sleep time waiting for the food to be readied.

She arrived at her father's apartment, amused as always to see the small surveillance camera
above the door. It swept slowly back and forth, recording everything in a continuous loop, all
cycle every cycle. It was relatively new; with his elevation to the head of the council he'd
become convinced that he needed such security.

Bethany considered him utterly paranoid. Of course, her opinion didn't really count, she
thought wryly. Pompous ass.

She placed her hand on the palm plate and the door slid open silently. She crept into the
apartment as quietly as she could. She knew from experience that waking him wasn't a very good
idea. She moved quickly to the fresher, but to her surprise the door wouldn't open. It seemed to
be jammed, and there was a tangy, almost metallic smell in the air. What was going on?

"Is there someone in there?' she asked, keeping her voice low. If he was still asleep she
didn't want to risk waking him.

"Bethany, is that you?' Moriah's voice came though the door. For a moment Bethany didn't
recognize it; the sound was hoarse and painful.

"Moriah?" she asked. "It's me, Bethany. Open the door. What's wrong?"

The door slid open and Bethany sucked her breath in. Moriah stood shakily in the center of
the small room. She was naked, her pale body streaked with blood. Around her neck were fresh
bruises and her eyes |ooked dead.

"Moriah, what happened?' Bethany asked in a shocked whisper.

"I think | killed your father,” Moriah said, her voice harsh and painful. Bethany's mouth
dropped.

"What do you mean?"

"He was strangling me," Moriah said. Her gaze fixed on a point somewhere over Bethany's
shoulder. "I thought | was going to die. He was drunk and saying crazy things. He was going to

kill me," she added. "I could hardly breathe. My arms were flailing around and then | felt
something..."

"What was it?"
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"It was the lamp," she said tonelessly. "You know, the one in his bedroom? Made out of
plast-crete? | grabbed it and hit him over the head.”

"Are you sure he's dead?' Bethany asked, filled with dread. "If you just injured him, he
might not remember what happened. We could tell him he had an accident.”

"No, I'm pretty sure he's dead,” Moriah said, her tone flat. "I didn't stop hitting him until |
could see parts of hisbrain. | splattered them."

Bethany gasped and swayed. She grabbed the door for support.

"I suppose you're going to turn me in now." Moriah said softly. "Will you let me shower
first, and get dressed? | don't want them taking me away while I'm still naked."

Bethany nodded her head, stunned.
"Um, yes, you can shower," she said. "But we have to figure out what to do."
"What's there to figure out?"

"How we're going to get rid of the body. And explain his absence. | have to admit, | don't
have any ideas right off."

"You aren't going to turn me in?' Moriah asked, voice hollow. The woman was in complete
shock. She didn't have a clue what she was saying.

"No, I'm not," Bethany said. "It's obvious that you did it self-defense. | know what Bose is
like. You aren't the first woman he's abused, and he's certainly threatened my life more than
once," she added with a bitter laugh.

"There's no way you'd get afair hearing, though," she continued. "And in al honesty, there's
no reason they wouldn't blame me for what happened. With Bose gone | won't even have anyone
to live with. | wouldn't be surprised if they punished me instead of you," she mused. "Makes a
certain amount of sick sense. If they blame me, they get to punish someone who doesn't have any
value to the community. They won't want to kill you. Y ou can still have children.”

"So what do we do?' Moriah asked. "People are going to be looking for him today. There'sa
body in the bedroom. What should we do?"

"WEell, first you need to get cleaned up,” Bethany replied. "l need you to go home to your
baby. I'll tell everyone that Bose is sick—that will buy us some time. Then well think of what to
do next. Maybe we can rig some kind of accident?' she muttered, thinking out loud. "If his
body's destroyed in it, they won't know when he died. He's been drinking a lot lately, more than
usual. They might blame the bakrah for the accident.”

"What kind of accident could you rig?' Moriah asked. "How are you going to pull that off?"
"I have no idea," Bethany said grimly. "If you have any suggestions I'd love to hear them."”

*k k k%

It took her hours to clean up the bedroom. It was the most horrible, disgusting thing she'd
ever had to do in her life. She wrapped his body in some blankets and managed to shove it into
one corner, then attacked the blood in the floor and walls. She'd sent Moriah home as soon as she
had showered. It wouldn't do either of them any good if she were caught leaving the apartment.

To her surprise, the lamp itself cleaned up easily enough. The plast-crete was strong, far
stronger than her father's head had been. She examined her feelings as she cleaned, looking for
grief. Her father was dead. It was his blood staining her hands; shouldn't she feel something?
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She felt fear. Fear she would be caught, fear that Moriah's child would be left without a
mother. She also felt anger. Anger at her father for bringing her to this point. Anger for the
drinking, the abuse.

But no matter how deep she looked within herself, she couldn't find any grief. There was a
secret exaltation in his death. He would never hurt her again; never hurt any woman.

She was glad he was dead. There was a good chance it would lead to her own end, but she
didn't care. Seeing him dead was worth it, and for a brief moment she wished she had been able
to do it herself.

The cycle was amost over by the time she finished cleaning. She still didn't know what she
would do in the long term. She had no way to explain what had happened to him; no way to
dispose of the body.

She took along shower, washing every trace of blood from her body. Then she scrubbed her
clothes out in the sink. Strange, she wasn't very tired. Must be the adrenaline... She was shaky,
though. It was going to be along cycle.

%k k k%

Jess and Bragan had been up for more than an hour by the time they heard Bethany arrive
with the first food cart. Both men were tense. Today was the day. Whether they would live as
free men or die as slaves would be decided in the next few hours. Logan and Jess had briefed
their men the night before. Everything was ready. Now they sat, chatting anxiously and waiting
to belet out for the cycle.

Usually she opened the store room for the cycle as soon as she arrived with the first food
cart. Today she didn't, and Jess looked at Bragan questioningly. Had she somehow guessed what
they were going to do? Would they be greeted by guards instead of Bethany that morning?

By the time she came back with the second cart, Jess was getting restless.

"Go and knock on the door,” he told Bragan. "Find out why she hasn't let us out. I'll stay
here on the pallet looking sick."

Bragan nodded, and made his way over to the door. He knocked, softly at first, and then
harder.

"Bethany?" he called out. "Are you there? Are you going to let us out to eat?"

A second later the door opened and Jess smothered a gasp of surprise at the sight of her. She
looked horrible...Her face was drawn and white with stress. Her hands shook, and she seemed
unable to look directly at either of them.

"What's the matter with you?" he asked without thinking, his voice sounding stronger than it
had in weeks. She jumped, startled. Jess cursed silently; she wasn't used to hearing him talk that
way.

"My father was sick during the last cycle," she said. She held her hands tightly together, as if
to keep them from shaking.

It was obvious that something was very wrong.
"I didn't get much sleep,” she continued.
"l see," Bragan said. "What kind of illnessisit? Have you called the station medic?’
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"No," she said quickly. "I think he had too much bakrah. | don't have time to talk about it
right now; | need to get the last cart.”

She turned and moved away from them quickly. Bragan and Jess exchanged glances.

"I wonder what's going on?" Bragan asked. "I doubt the station's medic could help, anyway.
The man has amost no training. They're fools to trust him with their health."

"What, you haven't volunteered to help them?' Jess asked with dark humor.

"They wouldn't let me touch them,"” Bragan said with a laugh. "I'm good enough for my
fellow slaves, but | guess they consider my techniques unclean or something. Ignorant fools."

"I suppose they get what's coming to them,” Jess said.

"Does any woman realy deserve to die in childbirth?' Bragan asked, some of the humor
fading from his voice. "You asked how | earned my alcohol. Sometimes | do help them. Their
fool of amedic has called me several times to try and salvage his mistakes. He usually waits too
long, though. I've seen alot of young Pilgrim girls die since I've come here."

Jess didn't reply; there was nothing he could say. Bragan's pain spoke for itself.

"After tonight you won't have to do that anymore," Jess said finally. "We'll escape or welll
die. Either way it will be over.”

"Thank the Goddess for that,” Bragan said. "I'm ready for it to be over.”

%k k k%

It took every bit of strength Bethany had to keep moving. She had worked only half way
through the cycle, but she felt exhausted. The guards had just changed shifts, and she still had no
idea how she was going to get rid of her father's body, let alone what she would say about his
disappearance. They wouldn't believe he was sick forever... Perhaps she could say he got drunk
and decided to take one of the ships out. If she managed to launch one of the smaller transports
and set it on a course to impact an asteroid, they would think it was an accident. No body, no
guestions. He certainly had enough of a drinking history to justify such afoolish thing.

Of course, she had no idea how to launch a transport, et alone program it to collide with an
asteroid. She didn't even know that she could get to one. They were usually guarded.

She weighed her options as she worked, ignoring the curious looks Jess shot her way.
Finally she realized she only had one choice. She would have to confess to killing her father.
Someone was going to pay for his death, and Moriah had a child.

A sense of peace came over her. She was going to die soon, but at least she wouldn't die
without a purpose. Moriah was a good girl. She loved her child, and with Bose out of the way
she might even be able to make another love match.

Bethany dropped her cleaning rag, stood up in the center of the room and stretched. Jess
stared at her from his pallet, obviously confused by her sudden change in demeanor. She laughed
out loud, feeling happier and more free than she had in years.

"How are you feeling, Jess?' she asked, walking over to him. She knelt beside him, reaching
out to touch his forehead with one hand. He looked so confused by her actions that she just had
to laugh again. Life was so strange...

"Do you think you'll be able to rejoin the men after this cycle?' she asked softly. "I know
you thought you'd have a couple more days, but | think time may have run out for you."
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"What do you mean?' he asked.

"I mean | won't be back," she said. "Not after this cycle. You'll need to rejoin the men or you
may end up joining me. And | don't think you want that to happen.”

"What's going on?" he asked, sitting up abruptly. She sat back on her heels.

"I thought you might be in better shape than you were pretending,” she said, appraising him
carefully. "l didn't want to say anything, because | figured this was as close to a vacation as
you'll ever get. I'm not stupid; 1 know you've been playing games. But I'm glad you're strong
enough to go back to work. | don't want to see you killed, Jess."

He looked so startled, so confused, that she couldn't help but laugh again. She would really
miss his company, she realized. Caring for him was one small part of her life that was pleasant.
She looked forward to seeing him, athough she hadn't allowed herself to trust him. Now she
didn't have anything to fear.

Without pausing to think about it, she leaned forward and kissed him softly on the lips. She
could feel his quick inhalation of breath. Then he groaned and his arms were winding around her.
He pulled her to one side, rolling her under his body. His hips pressed urgently against her; every
part of his body was hard and ready.

She was ready for him, too.

He opened her mouth with his, plunging his tongue into her even as he pinned her body to
the pallet. The floor was hard beneath the thin blankets but she didn't care. So what if she had
bruises later? Later she would be dead. This was the last chance she'd ever have to feel a man's
touch. And what a man. She'd ached for him for weeks. He'd ached for her, too. Once she'd
realized he wanted her, she had felt that desire in his eyes. He was always watching her, his gaze
intense and penetrating. Burning.

Now she would feel his penetration in other ways.

He was moving frantically against her, and she squirmed. She felt wild, like an animal. She
wanted to rip off his clothes and take him. She wanted to grunt and sweat and bite him. Who was
she? She'd never felt like this before, but she knew in her heart that it was right. Before she died
she wanted to feel him everywhere. Especially deep inside.

Jess rucked her skirt up around her waist, tearing at her undergarment with desperate hands.
She reveled in the power. This man, this slave she had nursed back to health, wanted her and he
was going to take her. She shivered as the cool air hit her heated skin. This was completely
different than anything she could have imagined—so urgent, so incredibly intense—as if afire
burned out of control through her body.

Thiswas going to be good.

Acting on instinct, she lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist. He groaned.

"Damn, | can't believe this," he muttered. Then he took her lips again.

She twisted against him, seeking something she didn’t even fully understand. Everything
was happening so fast. She could smell him, feel his hard muscles under her fingers. She wanted
to dig her nailsinto him, raking them down his back and mark him as hers.

Why not?
With a laugh, she did it. He groaned, then he lifting his hips, reaching down between their

bodies. At first she fought him; she didn't want him to stop touching her for even a second. Then
his fingers found the spot between her legs and she exploded.
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It was like nothing she'd ever felt before in her entire life. One second she was twisting
against him, yearning for something she couldn't explain. Everything in her body was tight and
tense. Then she shattered, convulsed. He smothered her scream with his mouth the instant it hit
her, wrapping himself around her like ashield. At that moment she was completely safe.

She came back to herself to find him kissing her gently. One of his fingers trailed along her
cheek, then dropped along the line of her chin. Little tingles followed it and she gave a Sleepy
smile.

"That wasincredible," she said softly. "I've never felt anything like it before.”
"We'vejust started,” he whispered. "I have other things to show you."

She closed her eyes, expecting him to kiss her again. To her surprise, he lifted himself away,
scooting down her body. What was he doing?

A second later she realized. He was kissing her, but this time between her legs. It was
amazing. First his lips touched her softly and she shivered as his warm breath brushed across her
most sensitive spot. She'd never dreamed of anything like this, something so wonderful and
exciting. Then his tongue touched her clit and she stiffened. It was soft, wet, dlick. He probed the
folds of her labia, then flicked his tongue back and forth across something that made her want to
scream. She bit her lip, trying to stay silent. The tension was building inside her again. She
wanted to stay relaxed, to continue basking in the afterglow of her pleasure, but each time his
tongue flickered and stabbed, she couldn't help but twitch in response. At first the twitches felt
good. Then she grew frustrated. She wanted more than that light, teasing tongue. He'd pressed
her hard before and she needed something hard now, too.

"Please," she whimpered. He gave a low, throaty laugh. She felt the vibration of it through
his mouth; it twisted deep down inside her.

He pulled away from her and she whimpered as if in pain. How dare he do this to her? He
couldn't stop now. She was so close to...whatever it was, she was very close. It had been so
incredible before. She wanted to feel those incredible explosions again, and she wanted to feel
them now.

Still, the weight of his body as he lowered himself back over her was good. She twisted
against him, enjoying the rough sensation of her clothing against her nipples. His legs were bare
against hers, at least between her thighs. To her shock and delight, she realized he'd lowered his
trousers. He was naked down there. He was going to come into her.

She felt the head of his penis against her wet lips. It was wide, larger than her husband's had
been. For a moment she tensed. Avram had hurt her so many times...would this lovely sensation
turn painful before it ended? Jess murmured something in her ear. She couldn’t understand what
he said, but she understood the tone. It was soft and soothing. He was stretching her now, slowly
lowering himself into her body. He might be larger than Avram, but something here was very
different. Avram had felt dry and painful as he pushed into her; she was wet and slick for Jess.
He was stretching her, yes. But it was a smooth, delicious stretch. She could feel him inching in,
and willed her muscles to relax as he penetrated her. With aching slowness he filled her. She
shivered, and as she did so, she could fedl her stretched muscles tightening around him within
her body. He stilled, groaning.

"Y ou are so beautiful,” he whispered. "If you only knew how good that feels..."

She tightened her muscles again, reveling in the sensation of power it gave her. He gave a
little gasp, his breath coming heavily.
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He was all the way inside her now. His body had come to rest, cradled between her legs. He
lay still for amoment, then whispered, "Open your eyes."

She did as he asked. There he was, midnight blue eyes gazing into hers. Oh, she liked
looking at him. He was mesmerizing, every line of his face perfect. For one excruciating moment
she alowed herself to wonder what it might have been like if he had been one of her people.
What if their parents had arranged a marriage between them? They could have had this all the
time.

She could feel tears welling up at the thought, and then she closed her eyes. She could feel
moisture running down her face, little rivers of grief over what might have been. Instead, she was
going to die. He would work for afew more months or years in the mine, and he would die too.

They would never see each other again after this cycle. The pain was too great.

She felt something soft and warm against her face. He was kissing the tears away. Slowly,
his hips started pumping in and out of her body. Without thinking, she found herself lifting her
pelvis in answer to his motions, unconsciously mimicking his movements. That tension was still
inside her, and now it leapt to angry life. She wanted this; she wanted him. For the first time in
her life, she understood what the restless ache she sometimes felt in her body was supposed to be
for.

Mating.
Again and again their bodies met. Thrust after thrust, grinding and coming together with a
power that would have seemed violent to anyone watching. But the violence felt good to her. The

urgency, the tension. She wanted to pull him down into her womb, to take him prisoner and keep
him there. She wanted to own him, mark him, make him hers.

Impossibly, he was moving faster, and that hard part of him, his penis, she thought in
satisfaction, was rubbing her in a way that was almost intolerable. She tilted her hips, creating a
dightly different angle, and then she exploded for the second time.

Every muscle in her body went tense. Her legs clutched him, making it all but impossible for
him to move. She squeezed him so hard he gasped. At first she thought he was in pain, that she'd
hurt him. Then he was convulsing over her and she could feel his seed entering her body in hot
streams. Again and again he shot into her. It was so satisfying, so amazing. Such a beautiful way
to say goodbyeto life.

They lay there on the floor, trying to recover for several minutes. Finally she noticed how
hard the floor was beneath her. She would have bruises from this, she realized. He had marked
her in more ways than one, she thought with a little smile. He kissed her gently on the mouth,
then lifted himself just enough to pull her skirts down. His pants were still down around his
knees but he didn't seem to care.

He took each of her hands in his, then drew them to his mouth. He kissed her softly, then
folded them tenderly together in his right hand. He reached up with his left hand, pushing a few
stray locks of hair away from her forehead before dropping it to the blankets beneath her.

"Bethany," he said, his voice a sigh. "That was a wonderful gift. I'm so sorry | have to do
thisto you."

What? What was he talking about? Before she could even ask, she felt something against her
throat. Something cold, metallic. Sharp.
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"Don't move," he said, and cold betrayal filled her. She realized his body was completely
covering hers, his right hand imprisoning both of hers with ease. She tried to squirm and felt the
bite of the blade against her neck.

"I'm going to tie you up," he said without emotion. “And put you in the storage room. You'll
need to stay very quiet. | don't want to hurt you, but if you try and call the guards I'll have to. Do
you understand me?"

"What the hell do you think you're doing?' she asked.
"Escaping,” he replied coolly.
"You're crazy," she whispered, searching his face for some sign this was a bizarre joke. "Do

you realize there are at least fifty armed men on this station? They can kill you with their control
wands, they don't even need their blasters!”

"Not if | kill them first," he said coldly.
"You're going to kill everyone?"' she asked, blood chilling.
"No," he said. "Just those who get in my way. Don’t get in my way, Bethany.”
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Chapter Six

The look on Bethany's face as he closed the storage room door burned him. She looked so
scared, so confused.

He shouldn't have fucked her before betraying her.

But she had been willing and he'd dreamt of doing it for so long. She'd felt even better than
his dreams, better than anything he could imagine. Even now, as adrenaline for the revolt was
pumping through him, he felt a kind of calm and relaxation that he knew could only be there
because he'd had sex with her. She might be carrying his child, he thought with primitive
satisfaction. He hadn't had a birth control shot since he'd arrived at the mines. The Pilgrims sure
as hell didn’t use them.

Of course, she thought she was barren. At least that's what she’d told Bragan. But her
husband had been old. He'd probably barely been able to get it up. Things would be different for
them, Jess thought in satisfaction. If they survived this he wanted to have fifteen children with
her, al adorable little girls who would grow into beautiful women like their mother. He shook
his head to clear away the fantasy. He needed to focus on the task at hand.

He pulled on a pressure suit, carefully checking the seals, then loped down the tunnel to the
mine. Fortunately, the airlock was well out of sight of the mine-shaft head. That, combined with
a thin atmosphere barely capable of transferring sound, would make it easy for him to sneak up
on the guards.

At least that was the theory.

Once there, al he had to do was overpower and kill them. Easier said than done, he thought,
grinning fiercely inside his helmet. But damned if he wasn't going to try. He waited patiently as
the airlock cycled, careful to keep his breathing slow and steady. When the light flickered from
red to green, he pressed the button opening the door. He was in the tunnel.

Normally he would turn on his head-lamp at this point, but any light would help them to see
him coming. Instead, he stepped out into the pool of light thrown by the airlock and placed his
left hand against the tunnel wall. It would guide him to the guards. The airlock door closed
behind him and he was aone in the blackness.

There was something about being alone in absolute darkness that made him want to run, to
scream. Perhaps it was instinct, harkening back to the days when his earliest ancestors had
prowled through the trees, hunting for food and seeking to hide from predators. The primitive
parts of his brain screamed a warning; there was danger ahead. Run.

He forced the thought away. This was no time for fear of the dark. He knew what the tunnel
looked like, knew every twist and turn. It didn't matter that the darkness pressed down on him
like a living thing. He couldn’t allow himself to think about what kinds of creatures might dwell
in such a place, what monsters would thrive in blackness so intense that a man couldn't see his
own hands before his face.
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Closing his eyes, Jess forced himself to breath deeply and move forward. First the right leg,
then the left. Repeat. He started making progress, and felt a surge of satisfaction when he
rounded he first corner. Only two more turnsto go, and then he would be upon them.

By the time he reached the last corner he could see a trace of their light spilling out. It
seemed bright to him, and he realized his eyes had so fully adjusted to the blackness that he
would be blinded if he wasn't careful. He peeked around the corner, forcing himself to stare
directly into the light. His eyes watered, but they adjusted. The two guards were there al right.
Sleeping. Sluggo was one of them.

The Goddess must be watching out for him, Jess thought with dark satisfaction. This was
going to be easier than he'd dared dream.

Moving steadily and quietly, he came up and stood over Sluggo. He reached out and gently
toggled the man's radio to the "off" position, then unlatched his helmet. He woke instantly, and
Jess found himself in a deadly, strangely silent struggle. The man gasped for breath, his face
turning purple. Jess knew that if he merely held him for several minutes he'd die of asphyxiation,
but cutting his throat would be far more humane.

In an instant it was done. Blood poured down the front of the man's suit in a red river. It
splashed on Jess, and to his surprise he felt a dlight twinge of remorse.

Ruthlessly he pushed the emotion back. This man deserved whatever happened to him.

He dispatched the second guard with ease. It was almost too simple...they were completely
unprepared for anything like this. They hadn't even had a chance to try the wand on him. In a
way that was unfortunate. Bragan hadn't been able to say with 100 percent certainty that the
wands wouldn't somehow activate the remaining filaments still in his spinal cord. He'd find out
soon enough, though. During the course of the revolt a wand was bound to be activated...

Toggling hisradio on, he spoke quickly.

"Logan, things are going well in this sector,” he said. Hopefully any Pilgrims who might
hear them would think they were simply two slaves talking about their work. That was the
theory, at least. "I'm ready to move on to the next blast site.”

"I've got that," Logan replied, hisvoice casua. "I'll see you there in aminute.”

"I'll be waiting," Jess replied. He turned to the elevator controls, pressing the button to send
the car down to Logan's level. It took two trips to get al the men who had had their implants
removed to the shaft head. Bragan came up top, too. He would be in charge of the elevator,
allowing the slaves who still had their implants to come to the surface. They would barricade
themselves on the mine-side of the airlock until they knew whether the revolt was a success. No
one wanted to risk being trapped down in the mine. A quick death from a wand was infinitely
preferable.

Jess, Logan, and the first eight men went through the airlock together. They stayed silent as
it cycled, unwilling to risk being overheard on their radios. Then the light was turning green and
they stepped out into the corridor leading to the slave quarters. As soon as they were out, the
door dlid shut. It would take two more cyclesto bring the others through.

Logan pulled off his helmet, speaking for the first time. There was a wild, almost primitive
look in his eyes.

"How did it go?" he asked.
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"Good so far," Jess replied, wishing he felt as confident as Logan looked. "The guard change
was just like normal. Bethany's tied up in the storage room. | haven't tried getting into the
blasters lockers yet, though. Figured we'd do better to try it together, once we have something to
open them with."

"Makes sense," Logan grunted. He signaled all but one of the men to follow him, and they
took off down the tunnel toward the main complex.

“Remember,” Jess reminded them as they pulled off their helmets. “No radio talk unless the
station loses pressure. Keep you helmets attached, ready to pull closed. Anything can happen at
this point.”

The men nodded. They’d been over the drill athousand times already. The locker room was
blessedly empty when they arrived. Logan and Jess went over to the Pilgrims lockers and
studied them. They were made of thick metal imbedded in plast-crete. The locks were forged
from heavy steel, but they narrowed at one point.

"I think we could get this open with a blaster,” Logan said. Jess nodded.

"If we do thisright, we'll be able to get one off the guards outside the tunnel.”

"Go get thegirl,” Logan said. "It'stime.”

Things started to seem a bit surreal to Jess as he walked toward the storage room. He hadn't
been entirely sure they'd make it this far. He had left her knowing there was a good chance he
might fail at the mine-shaft. He would get to see her again. A feeling of fierce, possessive joy

came over him, tempered immediately with fear for her safety. He stopped at the door and turned
to the others.

"Remember,” he said coldly. "Not matter what happens, she's mine. Any of you touch her,
you're dead. Understand?’

The men nodded, although it was small comfort. Jess was less worried about this hand-
picked group then he was about the remaining slaves in the mine. There were some rough
characters. Life could get ugly for the women of the station if they weren't very careful.

He opened the door slowly. She was still tied and gagged, although her eyes shot hate-filled
beamsin his direction. He knew without a doubt that if she had aweapon, he'd be dead.

"Cam down and you won't get hurt,” he said softly. "I'm going to untie your legs and help
you out into the main room. There are some other men out there. Don't do anything stupid.”

She continued glaring at him as he freed her legs. He pulled her to her feet and she
stumbled. He must have cut the circulation off in her feet.

They hobbled into the main room together, and he felt her body stiffen as she saw the other
men. For the first time he saw them as they appeared to her. Tall, muscular. Their eyes were
filled with hate, and their hair was shaggy. Some of the men no longer bothered with such
niceties as removing facial hair.

They were terrifying.
"I'm going to pull off your gag,” he said quietly. "If you make any noise, they'll kill you. Do
you understand?’

She nodded, not taking her eyes off the men before her. He could feel her heart racing, and a
part of him wanted to cuddle her close, comfort her. He pushed it down. They needed her fear; it
was their ticket out of the mine.

Slowly he pulled off the gag. She spoke, her words hardly more than a whisper.



Joanna Wylde Price of Freedom 57

"Are you crazy?' she asked. “Don't you realize that all they have to do is activate the wand
and you'll be dead?"

"That's not your problem,” Logan said roughly. He started toward her, and she shrank back
against Jessin fear. Logan raised an eyebrow at Jess, who shook his head in warning.

"In a minute you're going to walk through the tunnel to the door with me and Logan,” Jess
said. “He and | are going to stand to either side of the door. Y ou are going to tell the guards that
you need their help inside. Then you're going to get out of the way. Do you understand?”

"What are you going to do to the people on the station?' she asked in alow voice. "You're
going to kill them, aren't you?'

"We're only going to kill those we have to kill,” Logan replied coolly. "If they give up, well
gparetheir lives."

"What about the women?' she asked, voice quavering. "What will happen to them, and the
children?"

"WEe'l try to keep them safe,” Jess said.
"And if they get in the way?'

"WEe'l kill them,” Logan said, hisvoiceicy. "Just like well kill you if you don't help us. We
will take control of this asteroid. What you have to help choose is how well take it. If you help
us get out quietly, we can disable the men and take control peacefully. If you don't help us, well
use explosives from the mine to blow the whole place up. Believe me when | tell you I'd rather
kill everyone on this Goddess-forsaken hellhole then go back to the mine."

"You're bluffing,” she said. "You can't access the blasting clay. You can't break into those
lockers."

"Am |? Logan asked. "Try me."

The two glared at each other for long seconds. Jess kept one arm wrapped around her waist,
simultaneously supporting her weight and squeezing her to reinforce Logan’s words. Then she
gavein.

“I'l do it," she said. "But | want your word—every man's word—that you'll do this as
peacefully as you can."

All the men nodded.
"And | want you to promise no women will be raped.”
Jess froze, wishing she hadn’t asked that of him.

"We can't promise that,” he said softly. "We can try to control the men, and we plan to
isolate the femal e prisoners. But mistakes happen.”

Logan nodded, his face serious.
“Nobody gets raped by mistake,” she hissed. “It’s dways deliberate.”

"Preventing something like that from happening is why it's so important we do this in an
orderly way," Logan said in a harsh, urgent voice. "I can control these men here. | can't speak for
all the men still down at the mine. Thiswill have to be good enough.”

She nodded, and a single tear rolled down her face. Jess gut clenched.

"Let'sget on with this," he said, his voice gritty. "We're wasting time."

"Y ou weren't so worried about wasting time before,” Bethany muttered. Logan gave Jess a
long look, then started toward the tunnel entrance.
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"Let'sgo,” hesaid.
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Bethany shivered as she walked slowly up the tunnel between the two men. They were both
about the same height, and both had black hair. Logan had the same midnight blue eyes as Jess,
too. Perhaps they were brothers? How long had they been planning this? Was Jess' attraction to
her just one more part of the plan?

She knew almost nothing about this man she’ d had sex with...

She'd done it because she though she would die. With sudden insight, she realized that this
revolt they planned could save her. She could blame her father's death on the slaves. Relief swept
over her, only to be followed by self-disgust. How could she consider betraying her people just
to save her own pathetic life? Granted, she didn't feel much kinship with most of the people on
the station. But the women were nice, at least some of them. Moriah, for one. And the children.
They were innocent of any wrong-doing. Her gut twisted as she realized that Moriah and her
baby could very well end up dead before this was over.

She had to do something to stop that from happening. She had to get away and warn the
others. She had to find away to save Moriah...

They reached the end of the tunnel and she took a deep breath.

"Don't make a mistake," Jess said, his tone deadly. She nodded her head quickly, not
needing to feign fear. Jess hardly seemed like the same man who had been so tender with her
earlier.

She raised one trembling hand and knocked on the door.

"Guards, | need you," she said, her voice quavering. There was no answer at first.

Jess and Logan looked at her with questionsin their eyes. She shrugged.

"Sometimes they don't stay by the door,” she whispered. "I think they get bored."

"Try again," Jess said, his tone harsh. "Louder thistime."

She did as she was told, calling out the same message. Thistime one of the men replied.
"What do you need?"

It was her moment, and at that second she knew what she had to do.

“Get help! The-" She was abruptly cut off by Jess' hand coming down across her mouth so
hard she bit her lips. Instantly she could taste salty fluid that had to be her own blood. Logan
looked at her with hatred in his eyes.

“Bitch,” he hissed.

“What wasthat?’ the guard called. “I couldn’t hear you. Just a minute.”

There was some muttering, and then they could hear the bolt sliding through on the other
side. Logan poised to move while Jess pushed her roughly behind his body. She drew breath to
scream, but it was too late.

The door swung inward. In aflash, Jess sslammed it back, hitting the guard in the head. The
man dropped like a stone. Logan jumped through the doorway looking for his companion. There
was no one there. Jess followed him quickly, ready to move.

"Where the hell is the other guy?' Jess whispered harshly. Bethany stepped through the door
hesitantly, following Jess. He and Logan were looking up and down the corridor, but neither of
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them seemed to notice the small alcove that held the table where the guards usually sat. There
was a bottle of bakrah, and some kind of board game set up. And a blaster.

Moving quickly and silently, she crept toward the table, hoping desperately she could stop
this revolt here and now. Someone tackled her from behind; she went down, hard. A man's heavy
body hit her, and suddenly she couldn't breathe.

"Stop pulling crap like this or | won't be able to guarantee your safety,” Jess whispered in
her ear. "l don’t want you to get hurt, but I’m the only one who feels that way right now. Shut up
and do as| say if youwant to live."

She gasped, trying to catch her breath. He couldn't guarantee her safety no matter what, she
though darkly. He couldn't guarantee anyone's safety.

"I've got the blaster,"” Logan said quietly. "We need to get her out of the way, and get rid of
that guard, too. His friend could come back at any minute.”

"You get the guard,” Jess said grimly, his voice a rumble against her back. She had to get
away from him, she thought desperately. She forced herself to go limp, not fighting as he pulled
her to her feet. She raised one hand to her head, wobbling. He'd fooled her about his physical
condition for ten cycles. Time for him to learn what it felt like to be the fool.

Watching out of the corner of her eye, she waited until Logan was dragging the guard's body
through the door to strike. She raised her knee with all the force in her body, slamming it into
Jess' crotch. He dropped to the floor and she was off. She was around the corner before either
man realized what happened. They'd come after her, of course, but they had a serious
disadvantage. She knew her way around the station, had played in these corridors as a child.
There were a thousand hiding places. No way they'd be able to catch her now.

Behind her she heard a startled cry; the other guard must have returned. There was the sound
of blaster fire and the smell of burning plastic. Everything was suddenly far more real than it had
been just seconds earlier. If she didn't warn them, every woman on the station could end up
raped, even dead. She didn't even like thinking what might happen to the children.

Then she heard footsteps behind her. Someone was following her, running hard. It had to be
Jess. She ducked around another corner, desperately pushing into a small store room. If she
remembered correctly, there was an air vent at the back. As a child, she and her friends had
crawled through it. Would she be too big to fit through now? If he found her, he'd probably kill
her.

She scrabbled frantically through piles of debris. Old blast casings, torn pressure suits, parts
for mining tools. There it was, the grating that covered the vent. She felt the corners for the
fasteners and found them gone.

The children must still play here, she thought with satisfaction.

Pulling off the grate, she started crawling into it, feet first. It seemed like she would fit,
although her skirts would make it tight. Why hadn't she thought of that? She started to pull her
legs back out to take off the bulky clothing, but then she heard someone out in the corridor. He
could find her any minute. She slithered into the vent as quickly as she could; when she was all
the way in, she reached out and pulled one of the pressure suits across the open space she'd
cleared. She pulled the vent casing into place behind her and started scooting backwards. There
should be a wider vent about ten meters back. Once she was there, she would be able to turn
around and crawl more easily.

Time to go and warn her people.
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Jess cursed, opening door after door along the corridor trying to find her. Shed smply
disappeared, and now he was wasting valuable time looking for her. They had hoped to take on
the Pilgrims slowly and steadily as they slept.

That wasn't going to be an option now. More people would have to die. It was only a matter

of time before she brought help, and all they had to show for their efforts so far were two
blasters.

Disgusted, he jogged back to the main entrance of the mining complex. Two slaves stood
over the dead guard's body. When the second Pilgrim had come wandering back up to the
corridor, he'd seen Logan, and raised his blaster to fire. Logan had reacted instantly, shooting the
blaster like a seasoned soldier. In those seconds, Jess had realized how little he really knew about
the man. They had never discussed their backgrounds or their families. He didn't even know
what Logan had done before he'd become a dlave. After seeing him attack the guard, Jess had a
few suspicions.

He jogged past the men guarding the door, moving quickly down the corridor to the main
room outside the barracks. Logan and the others aready had one of the lockers open. He was
handing out small cubes of explosives, while another man—Kresn—was showing them how to
use the detonators.

"Remember," Kresn said. "You blow this in the wrong place and the dome looses pressure.
We don't want that to happen, but keep your helmets ready. If something goes wrong you'll only
have afew secondsto pull them on.”

"Why don't we just blow the dome and kill ‘'em al?' another man muttered, his voice harsh.

"Because we're better than them,” Logan said, staring at him with cold eyes. "We don't want
to kill the women and children if we don't have to. Those children are completely innocent."”

"Not only that," Kresn added, his voice filled with dark humor. "I don't know about you, but
I'm looking forward to getting my hands on some of those women. It's been a long time since
I've had myself a piece of tail."

"No rapes,” Jess said. The men al turned to look at him. "If | catch any man raping a
woman, I'll kill him. Do you understand?"

"The same goes for me," Logan added. "We are better than them—remember that. It's the
only thing keeping us human. Their women are hardly more than slaves asit is. They're victims,
too, and | want them to be treated well, or you'll answer to me and Jess."

"Oh, | understand,” Kresn said, his voice light. "But | have a feeling some of those Pilgrim
women might enjoy the chance to take up with a new kind of man. This could be as much of an
escape for them asit isfor us."

"We can talk about that later,” Jess said. "We need to get moving now. Bethany got away,
and Goddess knows how long we've got before she finds help. Remember the plan. Now let's
move."

The men stowed the small blocks of explosive in their pockets and clipped their helmets to
the backs of their suits. Then the group started jogging out the tunnel into the main station.
Logan and Jess took the point positions, covering each other with the blasters as they made their
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way into unfamiliar territory. Fortunately, the corridors were clearly marked with color-coded
strips.

The Pilgrims were even stupider than they’ d thought.
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Bethany crawled aong the ventilation shaft as quickly as she could. She must be almost out
of the mining complex by now. It was just one of four domes making up the settlement. They
were connected by four intersecting tunnels, with ventilation shafts running above each. It
seemed like every movement she made was noisy; how could they not hear her in the tunnel
below? She could hear them; they'd run beneath her just seconds earlier.

After what seemed like an eternity of crawling through the darkness, she felt a change in the
vent's surface. Where it had been smooth plast-crete before, there appeared to be a dot. She had
reached one of the recessed shields that would snap closed if a dome lost pressure. That meant
she was almost to the junction where her vent would meet up with vents from the other domes.

She slowed, feeling her way carefully. The vents got confusing at this point. She had to find
just the right one. If she remembered correctly, it was the one on the right, and she would have to
boost herself up severa feet to climb into it. There it was. She climbed up into the new tunnel,
moving quickly over another of the blast shields. They always frightened her; as a child she'd
been warned that if a human was standing in the way when a dome lost pressure, the powerful
shields could cut them in half. She'd had nightmares about it for years.

She moved safely past the shield and then came to another junction. She tried to remember
the fastest way out to the kitchen. It was the closest place she could think of that would have
communication equipment. Everyone would be asleep and she had no idea how to trigger a
general alarm. But she knew if she called one of the elders, he would know what to do.

Unfortunately, making her way to the kitchen wasn't as easy as she remembered. The shaft
narrowed as she crawled, and finally she could go no further. All but crying in frustration, she
realized that while she had been able to pass this way easily as a child, she was ssimply too large
now. She would have to go back. She backed up carefully, trying to remember what her other
options might be. An instant later she felt her skirt catch on something, and her leg was pinned.
She couldn't see anything, and the shaft was far too tight for her to reach down and freeit.

Shit.
She closed her eyes, forcing herself to calm down and think for a minute. She had to get free
and she had to get out of there quickly. She moved one leg experimentally, and felt the fabric

pulling against whatever had it hooked. If it was rough, she might be able to saw through the
fabric and free herself.

Bethany moved her leg slowly back and forth, rubbing the fabric against whatever had
caught it. Then she pulled, testing to see if anything would happen. She felt a small piece of it
tear. She twisted her leg a bit and managed to hook one foot in the hem of her dress. She pulled
down, slowly and steadily, and was rewarded with a ripping sound. She was free.

She started scooting backward again, taking care to avoid the rough spot that had caught her
in the first place. Then she was past it. She had no idea how long it had been since she'd made
her escape. They could aready be in the main station, and she had no idea where to go next.

She'd have to risk coming out in the first room she could find that had a vent large enough
for an adult to crawl! through, and take things from there.
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It took her severa tries to find a way out; she was hopelessly confused by now. As a child
she had never gone through these shafts alone, and certainly never without a light. Finally she
found what looked like it might be a way out. She could see afaint light at the end of one of the
shafts. It looked large enough for her to pass through, so she went for it.

She moved as quickly as she could, but it still took several minutes to reach the vent. By the
end, she was scooting along on her belly, moving mere inches at a time. When she reached the
vent, she peered out of the grill to find that she'd stumbled across someone's fresher. The light
was a small one to help the occupants find their way in the dark.

Some family was going to get a big surprise, she thought grimly.
She had pushed open the vent and was halfway through before she realized she had another

problem, a big one. This vent was nearly six feet from the floor, and all she had to break her fall
were her own hands.

"Hello?" she called, trying to maintain her balance as she hung halfway out the opening. "Is
anyone here? | need help.”

She called several times, but there was no response. Suddenly an explosion rocked through
the dome, knocking her out of the vent. Instantly the air was filled with sirens and she heard
someone in the apartment scream. Even with the noise around her, the crash she made as she
landed was loud enough to catch the attention of the apartment's occupants. The door swung
open, and a man dressed only in his drawers brandished a blaster at her.

"Don't move," he said, his voice harsh. A woman peeked around behind him, one hand held
to her mouth.

"The dlaves," Bethany gasped out. "The slaves are escaping. | got away from them. You
have to do something."

Another blast rocked the building and the lights flickered out. Then they came back on as
the emergency power supply kicked in.

"It's Bethany, Dom," the woman said, plucking at the man's arm. He slowly lowered the
blaster, giving her a suspicious glare. Then he turned to his wife, running his fingers through his
hair nervoudly.

"I need to join the men,” he said. "If the daves are escaping they'll need me. Marta, you get
dressed and get ready to defend the children. And you," he said, turning to Bethany. "Y ou get to
you father's apartment. Once we get this taken care of, the elders will want to talk to you."

Bethany nodded, and stood up rather shakily. Marta led her quickly through their rooms to
the door, her daughter clinging to her mother's side.

"Be careful,” she whispered. "I don't know what's going on out there, but the men will be
quick to shoot."

"I will," Bethany said, trying to smile at her. Another blast rocked the station; both women
winced. Marta was one of the younger women who worked in the kitchen. She had often slipped
aroll with some meat in it to Bethany when the older women weren't watching. Visions of what
her dead body might look like rolled through Bethany's mind and she quickly turned away. She
couldn't think about that right now.

Marta unlatched the door and Bethany slipped out into the hallway. She had done her best to
sound a warning. Now she needed to get home, where father's body was still wrapped in a sheet
in his bedroom. The traitorous thought she'd had earlier crept back into her thoughts—if the
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revolt succeeded, the slaves might not be the only ones to escape the hellhole that was Bethesda
Station.
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Chapter Seven

The escaping slaves worked their way through the dome that housed the mining complex as
quickly as they could. They kept expecting to hear aarms. There was only silence. Jess
murmured a prayer of thanks to the Goddess for that; something had happened to slow Bethany
down. Briefly he wondered if she was al right, and a pang went through him.

He pushed it out of his mind.

People would die on both sides before this was over. If she had stayed with him, she'd be
perfectly safe right now. He had planned to leave her locked in the slave barracks; eventually all
the prisoners would end up there. If she got caught in the middle of the fighting at this point, that
was beyond his control.

They had decided to stick with their original plan for now. They were betting that the mining
station had been built using standard, pre-fabricated domes set in a pinwheel formation. It was
the most likely set up; the main question was how many domes there were and how many people
lived on the station. He'd probed Bethany for information as much as he could. They calculated
the station had a population of about 170. About fifty were men. The slaves were outnumbered,
but they had the element of surprise on their side, at least for the moment. They also had decent
firepower. The Pilgrims had rather foolishly located their arsenal right outside the slave complex.
Logan had actually burst out laughing when he'd found it, amazed by their short-sighted
stupidity.

In record time they made their way through the mining complex and reached an area that
could only be the central hub of the pinwhedl. Jess noted with satisfaction that there were four
portals leading into the hub, each of which had alarge shield capable of cutting off the corridors
if there were an emergency. The mining dome was aready theirs. If they could close the doors,
they would be able to pick off the inhabitants of the other domes at their leisure. One of the
domes appeared to be a greenhouse; the second public rooms and the kitchen. The third housed
the apartments, and would be their primary target. Jess marveled at the foolish arrogance the
Pilgrims showed yet again. Everything was clearly labeled. It had simply never occurred to them
that they might have a security risk in their slave compound. They'd made moving through the
station laughably easy for the escapees.

The men split into their pre-assigned teams and prepared themselves to storm the apartment
block. A small group of four men would remain behind, ready to close the blast doors if needed.
There probably wasn't anyone in the other domes right now anyway, but they didn't want to take
any chances. Logan gave the signal, and they started their assaullt.

Jess and his men split off from Logan amost immediately, moving to the right side of the
dome. Moving silently, they forced open the first apartment door. Two of the men dipped in,
prepared to capture or kill the inhabitants. Jess waved the rest of the men on; there were more
apartments to enter. Everything was going off without a hitch. No alarms. What had happened to
Bethany? Had she changed her mind about alerting the station? Maybe she hadn't even found her
way out of the mining dome, he realized. He was surprised how much relief the thought gave
him; he wanted her to live with emotion bordering on desperation.
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He and his men had just reached the fourth apartment when a blast rocked the station.
Alarms shrieked to life around them.

"Get back to the central chamber and see if they need help,” he yelled to two of his team
members. "We'll keep moving through the apartments. If you get the blast shields closed we'll be
able to take them out one dome at atime.”

He grunted as he pushed his way into the next apartment. There was a man stumbling out of
his room. Without thinking Jess shot him, and allittle girl screamed. He gritted his teeth, ignoring
the wave of horror that washed through him. Grimly, he pointed the blaster at the child and her
mother, directing them out into the hallway. There was already a small group of women and
children huddling there against the wall; one of his men watched over them grimly. Would he be
able to keep them safe? He turned to ook down the hallway, assessing their next move.

He heard a scuffle, then the little girl ran by him. He jumped after her, missing the fabric of
her nightshirt by inches. She darted around the corner and was gone. Already Jess could hear
blaster fire breaking out in the distance. What if the Pilgrims managed to get organized and
mounted an assault on their position? He and his fellow slaves were hopelessly outnumbered, but
they did have one thing on their side, he thought. They were desperate. They weren't going back
to davery, even if it meant blowing apart the entire station.

Somehow the thought was small comfort in the face of a child running for her life...
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Smoke billowed through the corridor as Bethany ran toward her apartment. Immediately the
air scrubbers kicked into action, adding a high-pitched whine to the noise around her. Men were
spilling out of their apartments, some pulling their pants on as they ran. Each and every one of
their faces held an expression of grim purpose. They were preparing to fight for their lives.

She turned the corner to her father's apartment at a run, and flung herself against the door. It
dlid open. She stepped in and locked it behind her.

Now what?

Before she had time to think, someone was pounding on the door. She looked at the small
monitor next to it, the one connected to the security camera, to see who it was. Amador, captain
of the station's guards. She opened the door.

"Where is your father?' he asked, his voice tight.

Without thinking, shereplied, "He's dead."”

The words startled her; she should have lied. Now she would be caught. The thought was cut
off as another explosion rocked the station.

Amadar cursed, running a hand through his hair.

"I didn't realize they'd gotten thisfar in yet," he said. "What happened?”

She looked at him, startled. Then it fell into place. Naturally, he assumed Bose had been

killed by the slaves. Relief washed through her and a detached part of her mind noted that her
entire body seemed to be trembling.

"I don't know," she said quickly. "I escaped the mining compound and came to warn
everyone. By thetime | got here he was aready dead. They killed him in his bed," she added for
good measure, trying to inject a sense of outrage into her voice.

"It'shorrible," she added in a strained whisper.
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Amadar looked at her sharply, then turned as another man called his name.

"Lock your door and stay hidden," he said quickly. "We're going to fight them. Be prepared
to defend yourself."

He turned and ran down the hall. She closed the door behind him and leaned heavily against
thewall. Suddenly her strength gave out, and she felt herself sliding to the floor.

It was too much. Tears welled up in her eyes, but before she could give in to hysterics there
was more frantic beating on the door. She looked to the monitor, but didn't see anyone. The
camera was sweeping across the hallway, and to her disgust she realized she must have activated
a"search" sequence. Some good the damn thing would do her now.

"Who isit?' she asked anxiougly.

"Let mein!" alittle girl's voice called. Bethany jumped up and opened the door, pulling in a
child who could be no more than six or seven years old. She was a wearing a nightgown. Her
brown braids had come loose, and her cheek was streaked with black soot. Bethany took one
look at her and picked her up, hugging her fiercely.

"It's okay, I'll take care of you," she whispered into the little girl's ear. The child's body
shook as she burst into tears. Bethany searched her memory, trying to remember the girl's name.
Weasit Sara? Dara?

Before she could ask there was more pounding on the door.

"It'sme, Moriah!"

She set the girl down and opened the door a third time. The younger woman stumbled in,
baby clutched in her arms.

"It's horrible out there," she said, voice high-pitched with fear. "I don't know what's
happening. They're fighting in the hallways, and someone came to my door and told me to run
while still could. | think that our men are losing control of the dome."

"The dlaves are escaping,” Bethany said quietly. "I tried to warn the elders, but | couldn't get
here fast enough. Do you have any idea how many people have died? Are they hurting the
children?"

"I have no idea. We've got to find a place to hide,” Moriah said. "They were coming this
way. Where can we go?"

"I tried crawling through the air ducts earlier,” Bethany said tightly. "But that won't work
now. The air scrubbers are on. If we go up there now we might smother."

"There'sno way in or out of the apartment except the front door, is there?"

"No," Bethany said slowly. "I think we're trapped here."

"Let's barricade ourselves in your bedroom,” Moriah said in desperation. "They'll come
looking for your father. Maybe they won't look there.”

She and Bethany exchanged a long look, and Bethany smiled gently. They both knew her
bedroom wouldn't be safe. There weren't any safe places | eft to hide.

"All right,” Bethany said finally. She turned to the child, suddenly remembering her name.
Zara. It was Zara.

"Zara, we're going to go back here now," she said, reaching out a hand. The girl took it
slowly, and together they walked toward the back room. All they could do now was wait.
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They sat in the back room, huddled, for what seemed like hours. Explosions continued to
rock the station. Zara cried and moaned while the baby grew fussy. Moriah tried nursing her, but
she was too afraid to eat. Bethany held Zara tightly, and watched her small clock.

Less than ten minutes had passed since they'd gone into the back room together, but those
minutes had lasted alifetime.

They started hearing noises out in their own hallway. Bethany and Moriah looked at each
other, and finally Bethany spoke.

"I have to know what's going on," she whispered. "I'll be back in a minute."

"Don't,” Moriah said. "It's too dangerous.”

"It's dangerous no matter what we do," Bethany replied grimly.

She stood and walked shakily out into the main living room. The noises outside were

growing louder. She could hear men calling to each other, and the sounds of blasters firing. The
worst of the fighting seemed to be right outside the apartment.

She walked up to the door and looked at the small screen next to it. Now she could see into
the hallway through her father's ridiculous security camera. Jess was standing directly outside the
apartment door, face twisted with rage and triumph. His pressure suit hung in tatters around him.
His arms, strong and roped with muscle, held a blaster pointed at the locking mechanism.
Terrified, Bethany ran toward the back of the apartment; they would be inside any minute. She
had no idea what would happen to them. Jess had told her the women wouldn't be hurt but she
didn't believe him. She had seen the bloodlust in his eyes.

She and Moriah pushed into the closet, pulling an old blanket over themselves and the
children. Would the slaves realize they had found her father's apartment? Of course, she thought
in disgust. The door was clearly labeled. Everything was labeled, she realized, shaking her head.
How much easier had the Pilgrims made it for the slaves?

Y et another explosion rocked the apartment, and then they could hear the men's triumphant
cries asthey came inside. Jess' voice sounded above the others, giving an order.

"I want Bose," he said. "And | want him alive."
The men hooted in response, their voices sounding triumphant.

"Good news, Jess," one of them called. "Logan just radioed a message. The second dome is
fully under our control. The men over there have surrendered; they're locking them up right
now."

"Jess, get in here," another man called. "Bose is dead. Looks like someone did him in a
while ago, aday at |east”

"What?'

Bethany shivered in the closet, pulling Zara closer to her body.
"Stay quiet,” she whispered to the child. Zara nodded.

Then the baby sneezed, and al hell broke loose.
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Chapter Eight

Jess stood over Bose's body, his moment of triumph feeling empty. The bastard was already
dead. Someone had gotten to him first.

A baby sneezed.

"There's someone in the other room," he said, voice tight. Two of the men nodded, and went
into the smaller room in back. They had already cleared out nearly 20 apartments; they had come
to realized just how important it was to keep each other covered.

And instant later one of the men gave a startled yelp. Jess brought his blaster up, ready to
fire. A small child streaked through the room, hair flying behind her, teeth grimly clenched. Jess
gasped; he'd amost shot her. Just one more close call. One of the men took off after her.

"Zaral" a woman's voice called. Bethany's voice. The child was forgotten; Bethany was in
there. Hiding from him. He could feel a fierce grin spreading across his face, blood surged
through his body to his groin.

The station was all but theirs; now she would be, too.

He stalked into the room to find two women huddled in the closet. One of them clutched a
baby. The other one was Bethany.

He nodded at Kresn.

"Take her and the kid out to the other prisoners,” he said in a grim voice, pointing to the
other woman. "I'll take care of thisone."

Kresn gave him aknowing look.

"Remember, we aren't finished yet," he murmured.

"I know," Jess said. "I'll just be a minute."

Kresn reached down and pulled the other woman to her feet. He wrapped one hand around
her upper arm, but she shook it off.

"I'll go with you," she said, her voice dignified and quiet. Kresn quirked an eyebrow and
bowed to her mockingly.

"Of course," he said.

She stiffened, but didn't reply. Together they |eft the room.

Jess was left alone with Bethany. She was dirty. Her hair had come loose from its braids,
flowing down her back in ariver of brown waves. He'd dreamt of touching that hair, wrapping it

around his fingers a thousand times; now she was his. He'd kill any man who tried to take her
away from him, and he'd be damned if he'd tolerate her running away from him again.

"Get up," he said. She stood, eyes darting around the room. Looking for escape? He laughed
at her mockingly.

"You aren't getting away this time," he said. "The station is ours. Y our father is dead. How
did that happen, by the way? | was looking forward to doing it myself..."

She shivered, then lifted her chin defiantly.
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"I don't know what you're talking about," she said. "Y ou must be mistaken."

"Is that why you were so friendly earlier?' he asked coolly. "You killed him, didn't you?
Y ou thought you were going to die. That's why you fucked me."

She refused to meet his gaze and he laughed. Without warning, she leapt for the door. He
blocked her, wrenching a hand into her hair and pulling hard as she tried to knee him.

"Oh, no," he whispered. "We're not going to go through that again."

He wound his fist tightly into her hair and pulled her through the apartment. As much as he
was enjoying his moment of triumph, there was more work to be done. By his estimates, there
were probably at least ten Pilgrim men unaccounted for in this dome. His hand clenched her hair
tighter. She yelped in pain once, but any sympathy for her evaporated when he thought about the
way she'd run from him earlier.

She had endangered herself recklessly; it was unforgivable. She belonged to him now and he
wouldn't tolerate losing her again. She would have to learn to behave from now on, to do as he
told her.

As they came closer to the door, she started to struggle against him. There was a lingering
smell of blaster fire and burnt flesh in the air. He shook her roughly, forcing her to keep moving.
Then they were in the doorway. For one brief second her body pressed against his. Something in
him snapped; he had to touch her. He pushed her up against the door-frame and kissed her. Not a
tender kiss; his mouth claimed hers. He'd fought and killed to get her; now she was his. Forever.
In that instant, he knew he'd never let her go.

She twisted against him, fighting and scratching to get free. She was panicked. He could feel
it in the way her heart pounded. Her fingers clawed at his chest, and she ripped something loose.
His necklace? Before he could fully formulate the thought, incredible mind-bending pain flashed
through him and he dropped to the floor. He rolled there, his entire being pulsing with deep red
agony. She had caught him in the groin with her knee. Again.

He forced himself to breathe, to push the pain to the back of his mind. He had to stand. Had
to get Bethany. Had to continue the fight. Ignoring the agony that washed over him, he stood and
faced her.

She was dtill at the door-frame, trapped by her own hair. It had wound around the destroyed
locking mechanism. Smiling, he pulled a large knife from a sheath on his leg. He'd taken it off a
dead Pilgrim just moments earlier. He raised the knife, and she blanched, whimpering. Her green
cat eyesturned to his, and she whispered, "Please, don't kill me."

He laughed, the adrenaline in his veins turning to lust. Despite the lingering pain in his
groin, he could feel himself swell with need.

"Oh, I won't kill you," he said, his voice low and threatening. "I'm going to fuck you. We've
got alot of lost time to make up for."

Then he raised the knife and sliced it neatly through the locks of hair that held her to the
door. She quivered against him and he felt the power that was his. He was hard and ready for her.
Without thinking, he lowered his mouth to hers again. His tongue pushed roughly into her
mouth, branding her. He took no chances this time. His arms held her so tightly against his body
that she could barely breathe, let alone attack. Finally he pulled away.

As much as hed like to take her right then and there, he had work to do. Lifting her easily,
he threw her across his shoulder and started back down the hall. She'd be safe enough with the
other women for now. They'd have plenty of time to finish what they'd started later.
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Bethany and Moriah sat huddled together in the slave barracks. They were surrounded by
women and children. Almost al of them, actually. Asfar as she could tell, only two women were
missing and none of the children. Somehow they had all managed to survive the attack.

There were no men, however. No one seemed to know what was happening to the men,
although rumors were running rampant.

They were all dead.

The other domes had been blown up.

They were going to be left here to starve to death.

They would be raped and then tortured; they would be sold as slaves.
Thelist went on and on...

It had been hours since the last group had been brought in. They had heard several
explosions, including one massive one that had to have destroyed at least one of the domes.
Hopefully not the greenhouse, Bethany thought. If they destroyed that there was no way they'd
have enough food to survive. What wasn't grown in the greenhouse had been stored there.

Finally, the door opened. Two of the former slaves, heavily armed, stepped through. Behind
them were Jess and Logan. The women quieted, holding each other and waiting to discover what
their fate would be

"Your men are dead,” Logan said, his voice devoid of emotion. A wave of alarm spread
across the group of prisoners. A couple of the women burst out in tears, but others remained
suspiciously dry-eyed.

More than one unhappy marriage had just been dissolved, Bethany thought.

"We didn't want to kill them all,” Logan continued. "We had gathered them in the third
dome and were holding them there. They found some weapons and attacked us. We had no
choice but to blow the dome open to space.”

Bethany shivered. It was a quick but unpleasant death; one she had feared all her life.
Anyone who lived in space feared aloss of pressure.

"I tell you this because | want you to understand your situation,” Logan continued. "We
don't want to kill you. | consider many of you to be as much victims of your men as we were. |
can see from some of your faces that you don't believe me. Ask yourselves this... If we didn't
want to spare your lives, why didn't we just blow up the entire station? We had pressure suits and
explosives; it would have been the safest and easiest way for us to make our escape.

"We didn't do that because we have a sense of humanity, of dignity,” he continued. "Unlike
your people, we respect life. But | speak for all of the former slaves here when I tell you I'm not
willing to go back into captivity. If we have to kill al of you and your children to escape, we
will. I would suggest that you be very, very careful over the next few days. You will do exactly
aswe tell you, and you will do it when we tell you. Do not push us.”

The room fell silent, except for the occasional whimper from one of the captives. Bethany
shivered; she had no doubt L ogan meant what he said.

Jess stepped forward. His hair was slicked back with sweat, and she was struck again by the
resemblance between him and Logan. Were they brothers? Had they known each other before
arriving at the mining station? It was uncanny—they could have been twins.
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"Bethany, you'll be coming with me" Jess said. All around her, the women started
whispering. For a moment, she considered defying him, but the look on his face told her she
would regret it if she did. She stood and started slowly walking toward Jess. Several gave her
looks of sympathy, but even more gave her looks of hatred.

They thought she was part of the revolt, she realized. In that instant she knew she could
never be safe with them again.

They would kill her.

Jess took her arm, leading her from the room. She soon found herself out of the barracks,
surrounded by jubilant, newly-freed slaves. She knew the room well, had brought the food carts
here every day and watched as the men donned their pressure suits, and cleaned up after them in
this room.

Today was different, though. Today there were no guards.

Instead there were at least 75 men watching her with hungry eyes. She recognized many of
them, but they looked different now—more threatening. Her eyes darted quickly around the
room. In one corner of the room there were bodies, laid out in neat rows. Ten of them.

"They died in the revolt,” Jess said quietly, his left hand holding her upper arm tightly. He
walked them quickly through the watching crowd of men, right hand resting lightly on his
blaster. "We were lucky; your men were taken aimost completely off guard. Six of our dead died
after we were almost finished. One of the guards got back in here with a control wand. They
hadn't had their implants taken out yet."

How the hell had he gotten rid of his, she wondered? They must have removed it in the
mine. She thought of all those pain pills she'd smuggled in to him and gasped.

"Y ou used those drugs for your friends, to remove the implants.”
"Of course | did," he said reasonably. "I was lucky enough to be unconscious when Bragan

operated on me. They needed something for the pain. Every single one of those men had to go
back to work after Bragan finished with them."

They passed out of the slave quarters as he spoke, then they were in the warren of storage
rooms that made up the rest of the mining complex. Jess pulled her along, without speaking,
down first one hall and then another. Finally he stopped in front of aroom and opened the door.

"Thisis my room for now," he said. "You'll be staying here. I've installed a lock inside as
well as outside. Nobody will be able to get in unless you let them."

"Aren't you worried that I'll lock you out?' she asked.

"You'll get hungry eventually,” he replied lightly. He looked happier than she'd ever seen
him, she thought wistfully, and even more handsome than before.

He pulled her into the room and the door did shut behind them. She looked around, noting
that he had stacked the room's contents—boxes of some kind of mechanical equipment—against
one wall. Along the other was a pallet made of several blankets layered together.

"Why have you brought me here?' she asked, trying to keep her voice steady. He gave a
bark of laughter.

"Don't be naive," he said. "You're mine now. I've claimed you, and every man left on this
asteroid knowsiit."

"So, you're going to rape me?"
Jess looked at her steadily.
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"I'm not going to do anything you don't agree to," he said. "But | don't think you're going to
fight me, not if you're honest with yourself. When you thought you were going to die—when
there weren't any consequences to your actions—you wanted to be with me. What's different
now?"

"Y ou used me to betray my people,” she whispered. He laughed again, shaking his head.

"Your people?’ he asked. "Sounds to me like your people would have executed you just as
soon as they found your father. They were going to kill you if | couldn’t go back to work, right?
Excuse me if I'm off here, but can you explain exactly what about their treatment of you makes
them your people?"

"What about the other women?' she asked, unwilling to acknowledge he was right. "The
women aren't guilty...at least not all of them. What's going to happen to them?"

"Logan’'s working on that,” he said. "We decided it would be hypocritical for me to tell the
men they couldn't have them if | was taking you. But we're not animals, you know. We're not
Pilgrims. | don't think any of us believes in davery as an ingtitution,” he added mockingly.
"We're alittle too familiar with it. Logan wanted me to leave you alone, but | will never do that.
I've known you were mine from the first moment | saw you. I'll be damned if | let anyone stand
between us."

She closed her eyes, wondering what to say next. He seemed so different from the man she
had come to know in the slave quarters. There he had been weak, polite. He was much larger
standing up; she hadn't realized how tall he was. He towered over her by at least afoot.

He was massive, too. She'd seen his body, touched those muscles on his shoulders and
thighs. But she'd had no idea what he could do with them. His arms were strong, roped with
muscle. He'd used them to kill men. Men who would have killed her, she realized. Men who had
killed slaves without thinking twice.

Their blood stained his clothing...
He closed in on her, pulling her into his arms.

"I've waited for this forever," he said, kissing the side of her neck softly. "Do you have any
idea what kind of hell I've been through? Now I'm a free man, with a woman of my own. | can't
tell you how much this means to me, Bethany. Just being alone here with you seemed like an
impossible dream. Now we can build alife together."

She tried to ignore him, focus on the things he had done. He was violent man, a controlling
man who was taking away her freedom.

But none of that mattered as he touched her.

His hands clutched her shoulders, then ran up and down her arms. He seemed to be
reassuring himself she was real, that this was really happening.

He kissed her neck again, then nibbled his way to her lips. She expected an assault, a follow-
up to the brutal kisses he'd given her outside her father's apartment. But he was so soft, so gentle.
His lips nipped at hers, coaxing them to respond to his touch. She shivered, and he reached his
arms around her. Her body brushed against his lightly. The tips of her breasts touched his chest,
and the bulge of his swelling cock grazed her stomach.

She remembered what that monster felt like inside her body. So good...
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Against her will she responded, opening her lips just a bit. She could taste him now. Salty
with sweat. He smelled sweaty, too. Normally she would have found it distasteful, but there was
something so masculine about his smell. Something raw and new.

She wanted to taste him. Bethany opened her lips further and her tongue darted out. He
stilled, then pulled her forcefully against his body. Now he was giving her the kiss she expected;
the ravaging follow-up to his earlier touch. He was hungry for her, he wanted her, and he was
going to take her. She could feel it in the tension of his arms, the thrust of his cock against her
soft belly. She shivered, moaning deep within her throat. It was a moan of need and fear
combined, a moan of submission. In her heart she knew he was right; she did belong to him. A
thrill ran through her as she realized he belonged to her, too.

He groaned in return, every pore of his body oozing masculine triumph. The captor was
about to take his spails.

Then he pulled away from her, and put his hands on her shoulders.

"I've been thinking about this for along time," he said softly. His dark blue eyes burned, like
those of a being possessed by some dark force. Slowly he started pressing down against her
shoulders. She whimpered as she realized what he intended.

"On your knees," he whispered. "l want you to start on your knees. I've thought about your
lips every moment, dreamt of having them on me every night. I've already pleasured you with
my mouth. Will you do the same for me?"

She shivered, remembering how it had felt when he'd kissed her between her legs. It had
been hot and pulsing, pleasure and pain more exquisite than anything she'd ever imagined. She
understood all too well why he wanted her to do the same to him.

Without speaking, she dropped to her knees before him. He leaned back against the door,
both hands pressed flat against it. She looked up at him and his eyes burned through her, feverish
in his need. Then she turned her attention to the bulge straining his pants.

Raising one finger, she traced the length of it through the cloth. It was so strong and warm, it
leapt under her touch, a creature with amind all its own.

She could fed its shape. There was the shaft, straight and true. It stretched upward toward
his belly, narrowing just a bit before her fingers reached the flare at the end. The head was broad
and rounded. It had seemed too big as it pressed into her body earlier and it seemed even bigger
now. How had she managed to take it into her womb? And how would she manage to take it into
her mouth?

She remembered performing this same act on her aging husband with a shudder of disgust,
but this was different. As much as she wanted to tell herself that she didn't want to touch him,
that he was forcing her to do this, she couldn't. She wondered, with every fiber of her being,
what he tasted like. She could smell him, musky and masculine, and she wanted more. She
wanted him as much as he wanted her.

She reached for the fastening of his pants, slowly pulling them open. He wasn't wearing
anything beneath; with a start she realized he probably didn't own anything else. Even his pants
were the same ones she had cut off him, then stitched back together while he lay ill. She pulled
the pants down a bit and all thoughts of his clothing disappeared. There it was, his cock. It stood
proud and large, waiting for her touch. He grunted, catching her attention.

"Keep moving," he said softly. She nodded.
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She peeled back his trousers and pulled them down his legs a bit. Now she could see all of
him. His long, hard cock. His balls, hanging just below in their sack. Already they pulled up,
tight and tense. Despite the limitations of her experience, she knew he wasn't going to last that
long once she touched him. What would he taste like, coming in her mouth?

Once again she traced his length with her hand, but this time there was no fabric between
them. He was soft, and oh-so-warm to the touch. She followed the vein aong the underside, first
trailing one finger up it and then reaching out with the tip of her tongue. She traveled up the shaft
slowly, exploring every bump and wrinkle with her tongue. Then she reached the top. There was
alittle dip in the skin there, a spot where the ridge of his cock-head came together. She tickled it
with her tongue and he gasped.

She looked up at him, eyes wide, and touched her tongue to that spot again. He gazed back
at her, eyes bright as deep blue coals; he dropped his head back against the door and moaned.

"Take it into you mouth,” he whispered, as in pain. "Take it into your mouth and suck it. |
need you to touch me there."

She did as she was told, opening her mouth and slowly sucking the head of his cock. He
tasted hot and salty. Sweet. She could feel a rush of moisture building between her thighs—oh,
she wanted him. One of his hands came up to grasp the back of her head firmly, pushing her
down onto his length.

He wanted more from her.

She sucked him in further, careful to keep her teeth from grazing against him. She wasn't
able to get him in all the way, and when he hit the back of her throat, she choked. Instantly his
hand stopped pushing.

"Y ou don't have to take more of me than you can handle," he whispered painfully. "Just take
what you can..." Hiswords broke as he moaned in pleasure.

She nodded, bobbing up and down on him as she did so. He gasped, and she realized just
how much power this new position gave her.

He was hers now.

Moving slowly, she pulled up on the cock with one hand, mimicking the sucking motions of
her mouth. Then she pushed back down. She repeated the movement, going more quickly this
time. His hand clenched in her hair, and she did it again. Soon she was in a rhythm that seemed
to be working for both of them. She could feel him growing harder in her mouth. More moisture
leaked from him as well. Without thinking, she wrapped both arms around his hips and grasped
the cheeks of his butt firmly in her fingers. She needed some leverage if she was going to do this
right.

Her head moved back and forth, quicker and quicker. Each stroke brought him just a little
closer to exploding. She could fed it in the way his muscles tensed, taste it in the seed he was
already starting to leak into her mouth. His hand clenched her hair more tightly, the slight pain
spurring her on.

Her mouth was starting to ache and her neck was growing tired. It should have been terribly
uncomfortable for her to keep her pace, but it was as if she were no longer in charge of her own
body. There was an ache building between her legs and in her breasts. She wanted his hands on
them, to feel hisrough fingers play with her nipples.

She wanted that hard cock inside her.
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He gasped, al but whimpering with need. His hips started thrusting against her head,
moving her faster and faster toward the explosion of his seed. He muttered something low under
his breath, then both his hands were on her head, pulling her face into his cock with such force it
should have been painful. All she could think about was how much she wanted him to thrust
against her in another place. If he was too spent from this to fuck her afterward, she was going to
die

His cock was knocking at the back of her throat with each thrust now. She tried to time
herself with it, and suddenly she was swallowing it, pulling him deep within her throat. He
gasped and pulled her head more tightly against him. She swallowed again, feeling her throat
muscles tighten around him. She couldn't breath. Acting on instinct, she swallowed again and
this time kept swallowing, massaging him with her muscles even as she started seeing spots from
lack of oxygen. He gave a startled cry, and then he exploded into her. She could feel the hot
spurts of come dlither down her throat and felt light-headed. His fingers clutched her head so
hard it hurt, and then he was slowly pulling out of her mouth.

Shefelt sore, almost raw. And so empty...
He slowly sank to the floor and pulled her close to his body. He was kissing her eyes, her

nose, her mouth. He murmured soft words and rubbed the back of her head as she collapsed
against his chest, gasping for air.

"I'm so sorry,” he said, "So sorry, | didn't mean to hurt you, Beth. Oh, Bethie, I'm so
sorry..."

It took her a moment to realize what he was saying.

"You didn't hurt me,” she whispered, voice sounding raw even to her. "I startled myself
there, but you didn't hurt me.”

"Y ou must be exhausted,” he whispered, still cradling her. She nodded her head, realizing he
was right. She was exhausted. But she was also far too restless and awake to sleep. The
heaviness that had built up between her legs, in her breasts, was still there. She needed
something to make it go away. She needed him inside her body.

Slowly, he stood and pulled her up with him. He led her to the bed he had made for them,
gesturing to it vaguely.

"Y ou need to rest,” he said. "l won't bother you."

She looked him in the eye and started to unfasten the laces that held her dress closed across
the front. He seemed startled, almost embarrassed.

"This is the only thing | have to wear," she whispered. "I don't want to Sleep in it, too.
Beside that, the fabric will bunch up as| sleep. | can't imagine I'd get much rest that way."

He watched in silence as she pulled the dress slowly down her shoulders, then stepped out of
it. She was nearly naked now; only her shift separated her from his gaze. It was faded and thin
from a thousand washings. She turned to face him, standing straight. Her nipples stood out, pink
peaks clearly visible.

"I think we should go to bed now," she said softly.
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Chapter Nine

Jess had never felt so confused in his life. He'd all but raped this woman's mouth. Her lips
were red and swollen from sucking him; even her voice rasped from the strain he'd put on her
throat. Now she seemed to be inviting him to do more. Even though he had spent himself just
moments earlier, his cock was already coming to attention.

He could bite her, she looked so ripe. How was he going to survive sleeping next to her?

Instead, he turned and strode to the door, flicking off the light. He pulled at his clothing as
he felt his way back to the bed. She was aready there, waiting for him. Still wearing the damn
shift.

He lay down next to her, pulling a blanket over both of them. She turned away from him,
facing the wall. He reached around her body and pulled her close. She snuggled up to him, tight
little asswiggling. If he wasn't careful he'd explode on the spot, he thought darkly.

He reached his hand up to her chest, alowing it to cup one of those full, ripe breasts he'd
seen through her shift. It fit his hand perfectly as if she had been made specifically for his touch.
He found the nipple with two of his fingers, squeezing it lightly. It was aready hard, alittle nub
that cried out to be kissed.

"I'm going to take off your shift," he whispered. She nodded her head, and he rolled her
toward him. He reached down beneath the blankets and found the hem of her garment, then
sowly pulled it upward. His fingers brushed against bare flesh as he moved up her body; he
could have sworn she shivered in response.

Then he had it up and over her head. Jess rolled her to her back and leaned down, mouth
finding her breast in the darkness. He sucked the nipple in, tonguing it with satisfaction. It was
tight and sweet, al his. He sucked it deeper and dropped a hand between her legs.

She was sopping wet.

A surge of triumph went through him. She wanted him, regardless of what had happened
between them that day. He dlipped his fingers between her folds, finding her clit. He let his
fingers play it gently, and she quivered beneath him.

"Oh, Goddess," she whispered. "That feels so good, Jess.”

Smiling against her breast, he rolled her clit again, then let two of his fingers sink into her
hot, wet opening. He pushed them in as far as they would reach, wiggling them around before
pulling back out again. He began to thrust into her with those fingers until she squirmed against
his hand. Her fingers plucked at his shoulders and she whimpered in need.

"Do you want me to fuck you?' he asked finally, lifting his head from her breast. "Because
if you do, | think you should ask me. | don't want to make any mistakes here."

"I want you to fuck me" she whispered. "Please, Jess, | need you to fuck me. Right now."

He shivered, then raised himself up over her body. He kneed her already spread legs further
apart, then reached down to position himself at her opening. The moment felt unreal, asif he was
stepping into one of his own dreams.
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Slowly, steadily, he started pushing in. It was easier than he'd expected. She was so hot and
wet that her cunt seemed to almost suck him in, pulling him down into her depths. He pushed
until he could feel his balls against her body, then stayed there for a moment, quivering. She
squeezed him alittle, massaging him deep down inside, and he moaned.

Then he pushed himself to his knees and reached around to grasp her ankles. He pulled her
legs up over his shoulders, moving her gently into position. He wanted to find her deepest spots,
to impale her beneath him until she begged him for more. She whimpered.

Pulling out slowly, he started thrusting in and out with a steady rhythm. She twisted beneath
him, but he ignored her movements, focusing only on maintaining his motion—in and out, in and
out. Each stroke was torture. She was hot and wet and tight, but he was determined not to
explode in her thistime.

Not until she exploded around him.

He could feel his cock scraping against her clit with each outward stroke. He lifted himself a
bit, bracing himself with her legs and leaning down into her. The change in position gave him
new leverage. He was striking bottom now, bumping up against her cervix with every thrust. The
little gasps she gave as he hit drove him wild.

He could feel the tension building between them—she was getting closer. Her breathing was
ragged, and he could feel her muscles tightening around him. She whimpered again and then she
was stiffening beneath him.

"Oh, Goddess,” she whispered. "Oh, Goddess, this is too much. You have to make it end.
Jess, you have to make this end or I'm going to die."

He laughed, then gasped as her muscles convulsed around him. She muttered something and
arched her back. It felt like his cock was trapped in a vise, painful and incredible all at the same
time. She squeezed him again and again, whimpering and thrashing her head. This was not a
gentle pleasure; it seemed to be ripping her apart.

He wasn't able to control himself any longer. He pulled back, then slammed into her,
pressing her body back down with his full weight. She screamed and he did it again. He was
going to come himself. He was ready for it, desperate to feel his own release. He sammed into
her a third time, and to his triumph another orgasm hit her. She clutched him tightly and he
exploded, shooting his seed into her body even as his hips bucked and trembled against hers.

Finally, when his head stopped spinning, he lowered her legs from his shoulders. She was
limp, completely spent. He allowed himself to collapse on top of her body, remaining embedded
in her flesh. Within seconds they were both asleep.
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Chapter Ten

Bethany sat alone in the small room she now shared with Jess.
Two cycles.

It had been two full cycles since he'd brought her there, and she still had no idea what was
happening to the other women. She'd asked, of course. But Jess seemed reluctant to answer. It
hardly seemed like agood sign.

For her part, she refused to tell him what had really happened to her father. Even though she
had decided to confess to the murder before the revolt, she found herself strangely reluctant to
take responsibility now. She was even less inclined to tell him the truth about Moriah. She had
no idea what the future held for the woman; regardless, a charge of murder wouldn't help. She
knew how quickly the women could turn on their own. Jess had refused to let her return to the
barracks because he was afraid that the women there might hurt her if they got the chance. They
were convinced that she had had a part in the revolt. As much as she hated to admit it, it was
probably awise choice. The hatred in their eyes had been undeniable.

Of course, she wasn't completely alone. Jess spent every night with her. He spent time with
her during the day, too. At least he did when he could. He and his fellow former slaves seemed to
be extremely busy. Jess was tight-lipped about that, too. In fact, he hardly spoke to her at all.
What he did do was touch her body again and again. There was something about him that
seemed to take away her will. Time and again she promised herself she wouldn't consent to sex
with him unless he gave her some answers, but as soon as he entered their room, she lost all
thought of denying him. It would be denying herself, too.

It wasn't until the end of her second cycle in the room that she got her first glimpse of what
the future might hold for her. There was a knock at the door, so she scrambled to her feet, calling
out, "Jess?"

"It'sMoriah. Will you let mein?'

Bethany unlocked her side of the door immediately. She could hear Moriah working the
other lock from the other side at the same time. What must her friend think of al this? she
wondered.

The door opened, and Moriah stepped in. It took all Bethany had not to burst into tears at the
sight of her. She hadn't realized how alone and isolated she'd felt until that moment. They flew
into each other's arms, only to jump apart when aman cleared his throat uncomfortably.

"I'll leave you two aone for awhile,” he said. "I'll be back in an hour or so."

"That sounds good,” Moriah said, blushing. "l don’t want to be away from the baby too
long."

"What's been happening?' Bethany asked as soon as he was gone. "Who is he? Has he hurt
you?'

"I don't even know where to begin,” Moriah said softly, shaking her head. "Everything has
changed. | can't even understand what's happening, and we're all having to make decisions.”
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"Decisions?’

Moriah gave a strange laugh, and shook her head again.

"Well, the station is destroyed, | think you aready know that,” she said. "The mining
complex and greenhouse are intact, but the rest of it won't ever be livable again. The men are
dead and now we had to figure out what to do with our lives."

Bethany stared at her blankly.

"I don't understand,” she said finally. "Jess hasn't discussed this with me."

"I thought he might not have,” Moriah replied softly. "He just whisked you away and we
didn't know if you were even aive. They think you were in on the plot, that you betrayed us. Or
at least, some of them do..." she added, voice trailing off. Moriah looked away from Bethany
quickly.

"What about you?' Bethany asked tightly. "Do you think that?"

"I think that we would be dead by now if the elders had discovered your father's body,"

Moriah said softly. "And | think that my daughter and | have more hope for our future than we've
ever had before. Y ou did what you had to do."

"I didn't betray you," Bethany said tightly. "I didn't know about the escape. They used me,
but | wasn't part of it. | wouldn't have done that."

"Not even after the way you've been treated?' Moriah asked softly.
"No," Bethany said. "Not even then."
An awkward silence fell between the two women. Finally, Moriah spoke.

"They're giving us a choice," she said. "The dlaves are planning to leave, and they're going
to send us away from here. They said that if they leave us here we'll die. We have to decide what
we want to do."

"Have they hurt you?' Bethany asked again. "Have they, well, you know...?"

"No, nothing like that,” Moriah said quickly. "Some of them have wanted to, but Logan
won't let them. Not all of them are like that, Bethany. Some of them are actually quite nice.”

"Have any of them been 'nice' to you?' Bethany asked. Moriah looked away.

"I see," Bethany said quietly. "Was that him, the man who brought you?"

"His name is Kresn," she replied softly. "And he hasn't tried to force me to do anything. But
he has convinced me | have a choice about how | want to live. You see," she continued earnestly,
"there are going to be four ships leaving here. One of them will take women and children to
Karos, to the Temple. The Pilgrims there will help them. The slaves are even sending a load of
ore with them to help pay for their expenses when they arrive.”

"That seems awfully generous,” Bethany said, confused. "Are you sureit isn't atrick?’

"What do they have to gain by tricking us?' Moriah said with a harsh laugh. "Our lives are
already in their hands. We don't have any choice but to cooperate with them. They don't have to
treat us thiskindly."

"Maybe they want you to like them,” Bethany replied. "Maybe this kindness is just a way to
convince you to have sex with them."

"It's possible," Moriah said softly. "But | can tell you that in the last month I've been forced

to have sex more than once by a 'decent’ Pilgrim man. | like Kresn's approach better. So what if
he's being niceto me so I'll sleep with him? It's better than being blackmailed.”
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"So you are sleeping with him?* Bethany asked.
"No," Moriah replied. A strange look came over her face, and she hesitated before

continuing. "No, I'm not. He wants me to, but | don't think I'm ready for that. He hasn't tried to
make me do anything | don't want to do. He's not like some of the others."

"Give him time," Bethany said darkly. "Y ou can't trust men."

"I think I might give him some time," Moriah said, her face wistful. "We don't have to go to
Karos. Some of us have decided we don't want to be Pilgrims any more.”

"What do you mean?" Bethany asked, confused. "Of course we're Pilgrims. We were born
that way. We can't just be something else!”

"We can now," Moriah said. A little smile tugged at the corners of her mouth and Bethany
was struck by her beauty. She'd never realized how lovely Moriah was. She'd never seen her as
anything but a frightened young woman she had to protect.

"I don't want to be a Pilgrim any more, Bethany. | want to be a free woman. Imagine it! |
don't have to marry anyone. My daughter could grow up and do whatever she wants. | can even
send her to school! | don't even really understand what that means, but it sounds like a wonderful
thing. Did you know that she could even be a doctor? Like that man, Bragan? He's been
examining all the women who will let him. He knows how to fix all kinds of things, Bethany. He
made the shaking in Marta's hands go away. He even fixed that thing on Anna's neck! It's been
causing her pain for three years, and now it's gone."

"He's an Imperially-trained physician,” Bethany said quietly, trying to understand what
Moriah was telling her. "He's also the one who took all the implants out of the slaves so they
could revolt. | didn't know women could become doctors. Are you sure?"

"Oh, yes," Moriah said, face lighting up. "Yes, they can! | asked him about it. He's been
letting me help him."

"So, where is this wonderful place that you might go?”

"It's part of something called the Saurellian Federation,” Moriah replied in an excited voice.
"Logan is a Saurellian, and he has a whole planet that belongs to his family, and we're all going
to live there.”

"Oh, really?' Bethany asked skeptically. "And you believe that? If Logan is so important,
how did he end up aslave here? | think they're lying to you, Moriah."

"Maybe they are," Moriah said softly, looking away. "l know | want to believe them, but |
understand they could be lying. | till don't want to go back to the way | was living before. For
the first time in my life | have a chance to do something else. We've never had a choice before!
How can | just go back to the way | was living before, knowing that |1 had a choice about it? |
won't do that to my daughter.”

"What if it's worse?' Bethany asked.

"It can't be that much worse," Moriah replied forcefully. "l was being raped by a man older
than my father. He was already talking about a marriage aliance for my baby. I'm willing to take
the chance."

"How many others are going with you?"

"About sixty, including children,” Moriah said. "Logan says that when we get to his planet
he'll help us. Hell help al of us.”

"What about the slaves?' Bethany asked. "Do they believe Logan?"
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"No, not all of them,” Moriah said. "About thirty of them are taking their share of the ore
and heading out on their own in the third ship. None of the women are going with them."

"What about the fourth ship?' Bethany asked, a tight knot forming in her stomach. "Who is
going to be on that one?"

"That one is for you and Jess," Moriah said after a brief pause. "At least that's what Kresn
tellsme."

"We aren't going with the rest of you?'

"No," Moriah's replied. "Kresn says Jess hasn't told him where he's going. But he's taking
you with him."

"I wish Jess would tell me what's going on," Bethany said quietly. "Does he know you're
here?’

"No, | don't think so,” Moriah said. "In fact, Kresn says he hasn't talked about you at all to
any of the men, at least not that he knows of. That's why | asked him to bring me here. | didn't
think it was fair that we're all getting a choice and you aren't. Kresn told me Jess hasn't let you
out of this room since he brought you here."

"He's taken me out long enough to go to the fresher and clean myself up,” Bethany said
wryly. "Otherwise this place might have gotten alittle fragrant by now."

Moriah blushed, then giggled.

"WEell, | guess you're doing all right,” she said. "So tell me...if you haven't been talking with
Jess, what have you been doing?"

Now it was Bethany's turn to blush.

"That's what | thought,” Moriah said. "For someone who's been locked away for two cycles
you seem pretty happy. Although your hair looks awful,” she added. Bethany started, then
laughed.

"Yes, it does need to be trimmed," she said. "I don't have anything to trim it with, though. I'll
have to ask Jess."

"How is he treating you? Is he good to you? Do you want me to talk to Logan or Kresn on
your behalf?"

"I like Jess," Bethany said softly, shaking her head. "Or rather, | like touching Jess. | don't
really know all that much about him, though. And | don't know where we'll be going after this. |
guess | thought we'd be with the rest of the slaves. Now | don't know what to think."

"Maybe you should ask him?"

“I'm not sure | want to hear the answer," Bethany said slowly. "Things were so horrible.
Now everything's changed so suddenly. In a strange way, these past two days have been
pleasant, Moriah. No talking, no worries. | have no control over the situation and | can't do
anything to change it. Instead, I've just been enjoying another person's body, and having him
enjoy mine. | hate to think beyond that."

"WEell, you'd better start thinking,” Moriah said. "This isn't a dream. This s redlity, and the
choices you make over the next couple of cycles will determine where you live for the rest of
your life. Don't forget that.”

"I won't," Bethany said quietly. There was a knock on the door, and they looked at each
other quickly. An hour hadn't gone by yet.
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"Open the door," Kresn's voice came through, sounding strained. Bethany stood and quickly
unlocked it.

"Jess is coming,” Kresn said. "He found out | brought Moriah to see you and he's upset. We
need to get going."

"If he's angry, I'll stay here with Bethany,” Moriah said quickly. "I won't leave her to face
him alone.”

"No, it's al right,” Bethany said. "If he was going to hurt me, he would have by now. You
should go."

Kresn nodded, and reached out a hand for Moriah.

"Bethany's right," he said. "Jess isn't going to hurt her. I'm more worried about him hurting
me," he added with agrin. "Let's go."

Moriah looked to Bethany one last time, then took Kresn's hand. Bethany noticed with a
pang how gently he touched her, as if she were incredibly fragile and might break at any
moment.

Jess never treated her that way.

Then the door was closed and she carefully locked it. She went back to the pallet and sat
down to wait for him. It didn't take long. The door slid open and he entered the room. She was
struck by his sheer size, just as she was every time she saw him. He was so much bigger than any
man she'd ever met before.

"I hear you had a visitor," Jess said softly, his voice dangerously soft. A chill ran down her
spine, but she refused to show how nervous he made her. She hadn't done anything wrong, she
reminded herself. And neither had Moriah. She took a deep breath, steeling her courage.

"You know," she said, ignoring his comment, "you sleep with me every cycle. If | wanted to
hurt or fight you | could have done it by now."

"I don't think you want to hurt me,” he said.
"Then why do you keep me cooped up here?"

"For your own safety," he replied. "You can't go back in with the women, and I'm afraid to
leave you alone with the men. Y ou know that already."

"So if you're only keeping me here for my own safety,” she said lightly, "then | don't
understand why you would be upset that | have avisitor. | can only assume you don't want me to
have any information about what's happening to the others."

"We've been over this before," Jess said, running a hand through his tousled black hair. He
didn't look as angry as he had before. By asking him questions she'd managed to deflect him.
Something to remember. "The women and children are fine because Logan and | are protecting
them. | told you we'd take care of them.”

"I have no reason to trust you," she said quietly. "You've already used me to betray my
people. Doesn't that mean anything to you?"

"No," he said coolly. "They were men who held me captive. | saw them kill slaves who were
helpless to defend themselves smply because they couldn't work any longer. It was only a matter
of time before their actions led to my death, either directly or indirectly. Asfar as I'm concerned
this was a matter of self-defense. It's not my fault that they refused to surrender. We didn't go
into thisintending it to be a fight to the death.”
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She nodded, and looked away. It amazed her that he could remain so calm over so many
deaths. What kinds of things had he suffered to grow emotional calluses that strong?

"Moriah told me you're giving the women a choice over where they're going after this.”

"Yes, were giving them a choice,” he said, coming to sit beside her. She inhaled and
smelled his scent. Tangy, sweaty. Masculine. She felt a tightening in her nipples, and sighed,
leaning her head back against the wall. Why was it that all she could think about when she was
around him was sex? No wonder she hadn't gotten any information from him over the past two
cycles. It was asif her body had been taken over by a complete stranger.

"Why?'

"Why?' he repeated, his mouth twisting in dark humor. "Maybe because were al too
familiar with what it feels like to not have choices. Have you considered that? Maybe we're
human and have compassion for those around us. For a group of women who just lost all their
menfolk, your people seem pretty happy. Quite of few have told us they don't want to go back to
another Pilgrim settlement. More than | could have imagined, actually. "

"It isn't as if our lives here have been pleasant,” Bethany said. "I suppose there were a few
good marriages, though. Moriah had one before her husband died in an accident. What about
me?'

"What about you?" he asked.

"Do | get that same choice?' she asked. "Moriah tells me that you won't be going with
Logan and the others. You have some other plan. Do | get to pick where I'll end up in all of
this?'

He stayed silent for a moment. One of his hands reached down and captured hers. He lifted
it between them, playing with her fingers

"No," he said finaly. "You'll be coming with me."

"What if 1'd rather stay with Moriah and the other women?' she asked.

"The other women hate you," he said. "Y ou wouldn't be safe with them."

"I'd be safe with the women who are happy to escape this place, the ones going with Logan,"
she said. "Moriah thinks that | helped with the revolt. She doesn't seem to care.”

"It doesn't matter," hereplied. "Y ou'll be going with me. Accept it."

"I don't have achoice in this?"

"No, you don't,” he replied. He turned to her, reaching out and cupping her chin in his

fingers. He searched her face with those dark blue eyes and his expression grew intense,
dangerous. She shivered.

"From the first time | saw you, | knew | was meant to have you," he said. "I wanted you
more than I've ever wanted anyone or anything in my life. Now that we're together, 1'm not going
to let you go."

He leaned over and kissed her, his mouth taking hers roughly, as if to emphasize the point.
For abrief moment she tried to fight against it. She wanted answers, not sex.
She was lying to herself.

She wanted sex all right. As soon as his lips touched hers, it was all she could do to keep
herself from straining against him. Then his arms were coming around her, pulling her against
him. He dragged her across his body until she clutched at his neck to keep from falling. His



Joanna Wylde Price of Freedom 84

tongue thrust into her again and again. She could feel his cock prodding at her hip, searching
blindly to get closer to her.

One of his hands came around the back of her head, fisting tightly into her hair. His head
slanted across hers, his mouth plunging into her depths and taking as much as he could before
rolling her over onto the pallet.

His weight came over her, crushing her down. His knees pushed between her legs, thrusting
them apart as she bucked up a him, desperate to feel him within her body. He groaned in
response; his fingers fumbled at his pants. She tried to reach down and help, but he captured her
hands with his, holding her prisoner. He raised his head from hers, then spoke.

"Y ou are mine. Mine. No one else gets to touch you, do you understand?”
She nodded, mesmerized.

He lifted his hips and thrust into her without preparation. She gasped at the sudden intrusion,
but her body had prepared itself, hot and ready for him. He stretched her open, impaling her with
his cock, and allowed his head to drop down toward hers.

"Mine," he whispered again, this time softly in her ear. "You are mine."
He punctuated the declaration with steady strokes into her.

"Who do you belong to?' he asked harshly when she didn't respond. He lifted his head,
midnight eyes seeming to look down deep into her soul. "Who do you belong to?" he repeated,
voice growing strained. She closed her eyes and shook her head, unwilling to answer him. He
stopped his steady thrusting, and slowly pulled his cock partway out of her body. She
whimpered, lifting her hips toward him. It wasn't enough.

"Who do you belong to?" he asked athird time. She kept shaking her head, and he pulled out
of her completely. He transferred both of her hands to one of his, and reached down between
them. Hisfingers found her clit, touching it lightly. She jumped, and he laughed without humor.

His fingers started a slow stroke up and down her clit, tweaking it as he moved back and
forth. She whimpered in protest but he ignored her, focusing instead on his fingers slow
movements. Sparkles of sensation came to life at the center of her being. They started in her clit,
spreading out in slow circles through her pelvis before skittering up her body to her nipples. The
opening between her legs felt so empty. The space he had once stretched to the point of pain
cried out for him now. Desire wound its way through her and she twisted with need. A part of
her felt angry, betrayed. Why was her own body doing this to her? It wasn't right that he should
be able to control her responses so easily.

"Who do you belong to?' he asked once more, fingers slowing in their exploration of her
crevices. She shook her head, whimpering. She wasn't going to give in to him, not like this. He
thought he owned her, she reminded herself. He couldn't own her. She wasn't going to allow it.
His fingers stabbed into her again and she gasped. One finger, two, three fingers entered her
body, his thumb still moving restlessly across her clit. She twisted and he laughed again.

"I think you belong to me now," he said softly. "I think you know it, too. Y ou don't like it,
but you can't control yourself. Y ou're mine."

She didn't bother to shake her head in denia thistime. It was taking every bit of her strength
not to break down and beg him for release. She kept remembering how he felt inside of her, how
he would stretch her open, moving slowly at first before going faster and faster. She would feel
her muscles start to shiver and trembled, and his cock would swell inside her body. Jess pulled
hisfingers out of her body abruptly, and the illusion was broken.
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"Please," she whispered, beyond fighting. "Please..."

"Who do you belong to?" he asked afinal time, and she broke down.

"I belong to you," she said. "Please, | need you inside of me."

He positioned the head of his cock against her entrance, pressed in lightly then stopped.
"I want to hear it again."

"I belong to you," she said again, tears of frustration running down her face. "l belong to
you, dammit. Now fuck me before | die."

He laughed again, the sound low and dark. Then he shoved the entire length of his cock into
her with one smooth motion. Her frayed nerves exploded and she bucked against him. All the
tension that had built up in her body tightened in on that one moment; she flew into oblivion. She
could hear him panting in her ears as he thrust into her body toward his own pleasure, but it was
asif shewerein auniverse all her own. She simply lay there, basking in the pleasure and surreal
brilliance of her orgasm.

She really did belong to him, she mused, still caught in a sense of unreality. Her body
certainly didn't have any doubts. She couldn't imagine anything better than this; nothing could be
more perfect. He released her hands, bracing both palms on the pallet beside her head. His upper
body rose, alowing him to slam into her more fully. She raised her legs and clenched them
tightly around his back, holding him deep within her body as his orgasm hit. He gasped,
shuddering. She could feel him pulsating within her and she smiled as the hot seed hit her cervix.

He belonged to her, too, she thought with satisfaction. He needed her just as much as she
needed him. He collapsed against her, breaking her train of thought, and she wrapped her arms
around him. They lay there together for several minutes, panting. No wonder it was so hard for
her to think when he was around, she thought wryly. Every time they touched, they exploded.

After several moments he lifted himself from her body and stood. He turned away as he
tucked himself into his pants, erecting an invisible wall between them with his silence. It was far
too early for sleep; he would be leaving her now. He always did after moments like this. They
had to talk.

"Jess, wait," she said.

"What?" he asked, turning back to her. He suddenly seemed so cold, so distant. She sat up
and pulled her skirt over her naked flesh. She felt embarrassed, almost dirty.

"We need to talk about what's going to happen to us,” she said softly. "I want to know what
your plans are. | want to know what's going to happen to me."

"I'll take care of you," he said tightly. "Y ou don't need to worry about anything else.”

"I'd still like to know where we're going. Moriah tells me you're taking the fourth ship. You
aren't going with Logan?"

"No," he said tightly. He turned, making it clear the conversation was over. She sat back
against the wall, pulling up her knees and wrapping her arms around them. She felt utterly alone.
Against her will, she felt tears building up in her eyes and she wiped them away quickly.
Without thinking she sniffed, and he turned back to her.

"Oh, shit," he muttered, coming back to sit next to her. He pulled her into his arms and she
allowed the tears to flow. For the first time in months—years—she alowed herself to let go, to
feel al the frustration and hurt she'd pushed back so many times. It felt good to just let him hold
her, to feel hisarms around her and collapse against his chest.
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He stroked her hair until she stopped crying, and kept stroking it while she hiccupped for a
few minutes. Then he reached down and lifted her face with one finger, kissing her softly on the
lips. It was a sweet kiss, undemanding and comforting, and the kindness of it almost made her
start crying again.

He finished his kiss and pulled away from her. She looked into his eyes, and was suddenly
struck again by how much he resembled Logan. Without thinking, she asked, "Are you
brothers?"

"What?'

"Are you and Logan brothers?' she repeated. "You look so much alike, | can't help but
wonder."

"No," he said after a long pause, his face troubled. "Why were you thinking about Logan
while | was kissing you?"

"I wasn't thinking about Logan,” she said, feeling herself smile. It felt good to smile, she
realized. "But you do look like him. Are you related? | don't know anything about you."

'No, we're not," he said finally. "I've been a dlave all my life. | was created and raised in on
an Imperial slave farm. Logan is Saurellian. The Saurellians are at war with the Empire.”

"What are we?' she asked. "I mean, here in this asteroid field? Are we Imperial or
Saurellian?'

"We're Saurellian right now," he said owly. "Or at least we were when | was sold to your
father. But we had only been under Saurellian control for a short time. Who knows what we are
now."

"Which would you rather we be?"' she asked. "l mean, what would be better?"

"I don't know," he said slowly, tucking her into the crook of his arm. She snuggled up to
him, allowing herself to simply enjoy his touch for once. "I don't suppose it matters to me all that
much. | doubt either of them will care very much about a small slave revolt on a Pilgrim mining
station. They have more important things to worry about."

"So where are we going?' she asked again softly. "If we're going together, don't you think |
should know?"

He sighed, then nodded.

"I suppose so," he said softly. "I'm not used to telling other people my plans.”

"WEell, I'm not used to having plans,” she replied lightly. "But alot of things have changed.”

"We're going to find my sister," Jess said after a pause. "Her name is Calla, and she'sa dave
at Discovery Station. She's owned by a Pilgrim woman named Jenner. | can't leave her behind.”

"I didn't know you had a sister,” Bethany said. "I guess | don't really know all that much
about you."

"No, you don't," he replied, giving her a gentle kiss on the top of her head. He pulled her
tighter and his voice grew distant. "Y ou know nothing about me at all.”
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Part Ill: The Journey
Chapter Eleven

Jess gazed through the ship's view-screen at the massive space station where he had lived for
most of his life. Discovery Station. The name was so promising, implied so much hope for the
future. In reality it was a cesspit. There was no promise here, just load after load of ore from the
asteroid belt being processed into the raw materials for an empire. Or maybe a federation, Jess
thought with wry humor. It hardly mattered who was in charge of the station. All he cared about
was getting his sister and returning for Bragan.

They'd been forced to leave the doctor behind. He had removed the slave implants from
most of the men successfully, but even with all his training, ten of the men had died. No one had
been even close to being capable of removing Bragan's implant. The irony of the situation was
hardly lost on Jess. When he and Bethany had set out for Discovery Station nearly two months
before, he had promised Bragan that he would return with a doctor to rescue him. Jess had every
intention of keeping that promise. He figured they would be able to shave about 20 days off their
return trip if he could trade the ore freighter they were traveling in now for something smaller
and faster. It seemed likely that they'd be able to. There was always a demand on Discovery for
freighters. In addition, the ore they carried was worth a small fortune. It should be more than
enough to cover their needs.

The ship shuddered beneath him as he turned away from the viewing portal. They were
docked at one of the ore processing centers while their cargo was unloaded. He'd already
negotiated a decent price, although he hadn't been able to glean much information. The sale had
been made long-distance. The refining plant itself was completely automated. It would take them
another 26 hours to unload all the cargo, and then he and Bethany would go to the main station.
The thought of it made his stomach hurt.

If he wasn't very, very careful, she might be able to get away from him there.

He walked back toward the small cabin they had made their own for the past two months.
She had aready packed what few things they had into a small rucksack. Now she was in the
fresher, cleaning up. He could hear her singing a little song, her voice dightly out of tune. She
was always singing like that. He'd asked her once if they were Pilgrim songs, and she'd given an
embarrassed laugh. She'd made them up all by herself. He'd found himself humming them off
and on as time went by. Just one more thing about Bethany that fascinated him.

Another shudder shook the ship, filling Jess with a sense of desperation. The past two
months had been like some kind of wonderful dream. They'd been living for the moment, some
days not even bothering to get out of bed. Now it was al ending. He needed to be close to her.

Quickly, he pulled off his shirt and pants, kicking them to one side of the bed, then let
himself into the fresher unit. There she was, standing in the sonic shower unit with both arms
stretched above her body. Her eyes were closed as she relaxed in the gentle waves that cleaned
her body. She was so beautiful, he thought. High, firm breasts. A softly curving back, each
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muscle clearly defined by years of hard work. His cock leapt to attention, and he stepped in with
her. She gave alittle startled gasp, then turned toward him, wrapping her arms around his neck.

Without speaking, they kissed. His erection, trapped between them, throbbed with need. He
could feel one of her legs rubbing up and down the backs of his, and then he reached down to
cup her butt firmly. He lifted her body, bracing it against the shower wall. She wrapped both legs
around his waist, and they writhed together, skin stimulating skin in a way that seemed almost
electric.

It was perfect.

He rubbed his cock against her belly again, enjoying the slow torture of being so close
without penetration. He wanted to dive into her body with his; at the same time, he a'so wanted
to ssimply savor the moment, allowing himself to be close to her.

If she managed to escape, this could be the last time he held her like this. The thought was
intolerable. He was filled with a sudden need to mark her, to claim her as his. He wanted her to
know with every fiber of her being who she belonged to. She was his. He would die before he
allowed another man to touch her.

He pulled back with his hips, then thrust forward into her. She gasped, clutching him tightly,
and he thrust again.

"Jess," she moaned. Her voice was needy, amost painful with desire. He grunted, and
pushed into her again. He could feel his cock bumping up against her cervix, feel her body
shuddering in response. He knew by now that nothing sent her over the edge faster than such
deep, hard penetration. He would make her scream before he was done. The ship rocked again,
and they bumped again the wall of the shower. As he slipped out of her, she laughed.

"Let's go into the bedroom," she whispered. "This could get dangerous.”

He nodded, and stepped out of the shower while still supporting her body. He carried her
into the bedroom and lowered her to the bed slowly, kissing her as he did. He followed her body
down, but before he could come back into her, she pushed up, rolling him to one side.

"It'smy turn,” she said with alaugh. "Y ou don't always have to be in charge, Jess."

"Yes, | do,” he said, unwilling to joke. She scrambled away from him, sitting up on her
knees and crossing her armsin front of her chest. Her face turned serious.

"You don't," she said quietly. "You can't expect me to be your prisoner forever, you know.
Have you considered that maybe we need to form a partnership, here? If you can't trust me even
alittle bit, we're not going to get very far."

"I trust you," he said tightly. "Don't | sleep next to you every night? Y ou could strangle me;
you could do all kinds of thingsto me."

"I know," she said. "You trust me not to kill you. But you don't seem to be able to trust me
to think for myself. Not even in bed. Y ou never give up control, do you?"

"I've spent most of my life without control,” he said. "I'm not going to go back to living that
other way ever again. Y ou can forget that."

"I don't want to control your life," she replied, shaking her head. "But | would like to share
control of our relationship. | thought you didn't believe in dlavery."

"I don't,” he said in frustration. He hated it when she talked like this. She just didn't
understand how important it was to him that they stay together. Just the thought of her leaving
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him was enough to make him sick. And he had no reason to believe she would stay of her own
free will. If he werein her situation, he would try to escape.

The feeling that he was being a hypocrite washed over him for the hundredth time, but he
ruthlessly pushed the feeling of guilt back. He had been through enough already. He wasn't going
to give her up. Not now, not ever.

Sherolled off the bed, then reached over to pull on adress.
"What are you doing?" he asked roughly.
"I'm getting dressed,” she replied in acool voice.

"What about finishing what we started in the fresher?' he asked, as a tight knot started
growing in his chest.

"What about it?" she asked. "l was under the impression we were having consensual sex.
But that kind of thing involves two partners, not a man and his receptacle. If you want to finish
it, you'll have to rape me."

She stood facing him, hands clenched tightly on both hips. The knot in his chest grew
heavier. He was losing her aready.

"Y ou won't have sex with me?'

"I'll have sex with my lover," she said. "Y ou're my captor. | suppose you have the option of
raping me."

He stared at her, utterly confused. How had she managed to turn this into rape? His cock
was throbbing, but it was nothing to the pain inside of his heart. They had fucked a hundred
times; he'd never felt low and dirty before now. Somehow she'd tied him up neatly in alittle knot
and made him feel like a criminal. How had she done it?

"I'm going to go look through the viewing port,” she said, turning and walking about of the
room. Jess felt naked and foolish. He had to find some clothing, had to find a way to regain
control of the situation.

He had never felt so donein hislife.

* k* k k%

Jess' hand gripped her arm tightly as they stepped through the airlock several hours later. He
had warned her not to say a thing when they entered the space station. He seemed to be afraid
she was going to try and escape. Of course, she didn't know that for sure, as they had hardly
spoken since their abortive session in the shower. Not that he needed to worry.

It was all she could do to put one foot ahead of the next.

Never in her life had she seen anything like the Discovery Station port. She couldn't have
even imagined something like it existed. There were hundreds of people al around them, each
dressed differently. They were al sizes and colors, athough most seemed to be essentialy
human. The women were the most amazing. All her life she had been taught that females should
be modest, obedient, but these women walked and talked like men. They even wore tight, form-
fitting clothing that showed off their every movement.

Some of them wore hardly any clothing at all.
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She watched in wide-eyed amazement as one, wearing only bits of feathers attached to some
kind of string and draped around her breasts and waist, walked up to Jess and kissed him deeply
on the mouth.

"Why don't you park the wife and come visit with me?' she asked him seductively. Bethany
stiffened terrified by her suggestion. What was going on here? To Bethany's horror, Jess smply
laughed.

"I have other businessto take care of," he said. "Maybe another time."

"Any time for you," she said. "Just ask for Mary. Y ou can always find meif you ask."
"I'll keep that in mind," he said, laughing. Bethany fumed.

He tugged at her arm, pulling her to the center of the massive corridor.

"There's atransit tube here," he said. "WEell take it to the center of the station; I've reserved a
room for us there. Then | need to take care of some business."

"Are you going to sell the ship?' she asked, wondering what other kinds of business he had
in mind. Would he be going back to see Mary once he got rid of her?

"Yes," hereplied. He pulled her through the crowd, and she soon forgot to be angry.

Trying to see everything around her while keeping up with him was nearly impossible. She
watched with wide eyes as the crowd swirled around them, unable to imagine why he was afraid
she'd run away from him in this place; she was simply terrified that they'd get separated.

He pulled her on to a small platform, and then a pod-like vehicle was pulling up next to
them. The door opened, and a rush of people came out. Jess pulled her inside, gesturing for her to
sit down on a plast-crete molded bench. The doors dlid shut, and the pod started moving at an
incredible speed. She closed her eyes, feeling dizzy.

"All the ships have to dock on the station's outer concourses,” he said. "If we tried to walk
the entire way, we could spend the next ten hours trying to get there. In fact, we're lucky to have
gotten a docking place at all; sometimes ships are placed in a holding pattern and you have to
ride a shuttlein.”

She nodded, pretending to understand him. She was trying to figure out just how big
Discovery Station really was. The entire mining station she'd grown up on could have easily fit
in this corridor alone.

They had only traveled a few minutes when the pod came to a stop. Jess tugged her arm and
they stood. The doors slid open, and a rush of people came at them. She cowered back, but he
held her firmly and pushed forward through the crowd. They stepped out of the pod, and
suddenly they were in a broad cavern of a place. At first she thought it was simply the largest
room she'd ever seen. Then she realized that above her was open space; her heart started racing
instinctively. How could they possibly be safe in a place like this? What was holding the air in?

"Don't worry," Jess said, seeming reading her mind. "This dome is made out of the same
material that protects the Emperor's sky palace on Tyre. We're perfectly safe.”

"Oh," She replied, unsure of what to say. She certainly didn't feel safe, no matter what he
said. For all she knew, he was making it up, just to calm her down. "How do you know that?"

"I did grow up here," he said, pulling her through the crowd. It was hard to hear him through
all the noise. There was music and advertising everywhere and she could feel a dull throbbing
starting in her head. If they didn't get somewhere quieter soon, she was going to go crazy, she
thought desperately. Someplace quiet and with a ceiling, she thought.
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"In here," Jess said. He pointed to a door with asign above it that she couldn't understand.

What's that?'

"It'sahostel” he said. "I'm going to drop you off at the room and then go out to take care of
my business."

"Is your sister here?' she asked, trying to focus on what he was saying. "Are you going to
find her?'

"Yes," he said. "She's here, but I'll go and get her later. Right now | want to pick up some
things for us, and | have an appointment with a broker to discuss the ship."

"Aren't you afraid that someone will recognize you?”

"No," he said. "The population of the station changes pretty quickly. Even if someone did
see me, they have no way of knowing why I'm here."

"Don't you think they might find it kind of strange that you're back here after being shipped
off to the mines?' she asked. He frowned, and she realized al her gquestions were starting to
annoy him.

"Let me worry about that," he said tightly. "All you need to do is wait for me to take care of
everything. Well be getting a new ship soon, and then well go back for Bragan. You'll like
Calla. She'sagreat girl, sweet."

He pulled her through the entryway and back down a hall lined with doors.

"I've gotten room for us aready,” he said. "You'l just need to wait for me," he added,
opening one of the doors.

She looked around the room. It was small, but very nice. In fact, she found the close quarters
somewhat comforting after all that open space. Like home. Then something strange caught her
attention; there was some kind of covering on the floor. Unable to control herself, she pulled
away from him and dropped to her knees. She had to touch it. It was so soft...How would
anyone be able to keep such a useless and decadent thing clean? It was crazy.

"What isthis?' she asked softly. Jess started laughing and she blushed.
It's called carpet,” he said. "It's very common, at least in places not owned by Pilgrims.”

"I've never been anywhere that wasn't owned by Pilgrims," she said with a shaky laugh. He
smiled.

"I think you'll like t here alot more than any Pilgrim station,” he said. "Come here."

He stood near the bed, reaching one hand out to her in invitation. She stood and slowly
walked toward him. They still hadn't resolved their earlier fight, but she found herself wanting
his touch regardless. Discovery Station was so new and strange. It was exciting, but a small part
of her was frightened, too. There were so many things she'd never seen before, never dreamed
could exist. Everyone around her seemed to simply take them for granted. How would she ever
fit in to aplace like this? Compared to them, she was a cultural mutant.

Then Jess arms were closed around her. Things didn't seem as frightening; she was safe. He
would take care of her. He rubbed his hands up and down her arms, kissing the top of her head
softly.

"It'sgoing to be al right," he whispered. "We just have to take care of afew more things and
then we can start building a new life for ourselves. You have to trust me, Bethany. | know what's
right for us."
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He kissed the top of her head again, then pushed her gently away. He reached down, taking
her hands into his. At first she smiled at him. Then she noticed that his grip on her had grown
tight.

"I need to go and see about our new ship," he said. "While I'm gone, I'm going to lock you in
the fresher."

"Oh, no," she said, heart sinking. "Jess, you can't leave me locked up in this strange place.
It's not right.”

"I'm sorry,” he said. "But | don't have a choice. | can't risk having you run off."

"And just where do you think that | would go?' she asked sarcastically. "l don't exactly
know anyone here. What do you think I'm planning to do?"

"I won't risk it," he said, no longer meeting her gaze. She could tell from his tone that the
subject was closed. Still holding her hands firmly in his grasp, he walked her toward the fresher.

"Don't bother trying to make alot of noise," he said as he locked her in. "The room has been
sound-proofed. We're close enough to the spaceport that sound baffles are required in all the
rooms."

"Just who do you think 1'd be trying to attract?' she asked. "Jess, | don't know anyone here. |
don't even know how to read half the signs we passed on the way in. They're in another
language. Why do you think I'm so bound and determined to run off?"

He didn't reply. Instead, he pushed her into the small room and shut the door. She sat on the
floor, feeling as if she were caught in some kind of bizarre time loop. No matter what she said to
him, he still didn't trust her. He treated her well 90 percent of the time, yet he still wasn't secure
enough to leave her alone.

She didn't want to leave him.

She liked him, touching him made her happy. She'd been angry with him at first, but she
wasn't afool. The slave revolt had given her new hope and the chance for happiness. Happiness
with him. Even if that weren't enough reason to stay with him, she had her fear. This new world
he was showing her was frightening. She didn't understand how it worked, didn't understand how
she would be able to survive here without some kind of help. She liked the idea of building alife
with him, although she had no idea how they were going to do such athing if he wouldn't talk to
her about it. They couldn't go on like this indefinitely, she already knew that. They would drive
each other crazy, end up strangling each other. Thiswas no way to live.

She sat there and waited for him for severa hours. Finally she fell aseep, only to be
awakened by the sound of the door opening. He was back. Within seconds he opened the fresher
door. He stood tall over her in the door, reaching one hand down to help her to her feet, his face
grim. She shivered.

He looked completely different. Instead of wearing the monochrome, drab coveralls that all
Pilgrim men wore, he was in a sleek black suit. Well tailored, it clung to his body, emphasizing
his broad shoulders and muscular chest. It was severe and simple, yet far more elegant than
anything she had ever seen before. He was incredibly handsome, aimost unreal. What if he left
me? she wondered, feeling faint and suddenly self-conscious. Her hair was ragged, her hands
were rough. What would a man like this see in her, especially when there were so many women
on the station who seemed more than eager for his attention? Women who wore feathers, like
Mary. Exotic women.
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"I brought you some things," he said, unaware of her troubled thoughts as he pulled her to
her feet. He turned and walked over to the bed. She stood and followed him on shaky legs. There
were several packages, all brightly colored.

"What are they?"' she asked.
"Clothing," he said. "I bought you some new things. Go ahead and open them."

She touched one of the boxes hesitantly, then pulled it open. The fabric inside was soft, far
softer than anything she'd ever felt.

"That's called Fella sheen,” Jess said. "It's only woven on Fella, from the cocoons of tiny
creatures that live in the trees there. It's very lightweight, but incredibly durable. | thought it
might make a nice change for you. Why don't you try it on?"

She held it up, amazed to see the small puddle of fabric expand into a full-length dress. But
not a dress like anything she'd ever worn before. There were dlits up the sides. She pulled out
another piece of cloth and discovered a matching pair of pants. Just how was a woman supposed
to wear something like this?

"Many of the women hear wear jumpsuits like ming," he said quietly. "But | thought you
might be more comfortable in something like this. Y ou wear the dress over the pants, but when
you walk, your legs are still covered. It'savery popular style.”

"Why can't | just wear my own clothes?' she asked nervously. So many things were
changing so quickly, she hardly knew what to think about this. Was he ashamed of the way she
looked? She raised a hand to her hair, fingering the rough ends self-consciously. She'd done her
best to even them up after he'd cut part of it off during the revolt, but it was still uneven.

"Because I've sold the ship,” he said. "We're not Pilgrims anymore, we're tourists. We need
to look the part. I've got new identities for us, too."

"New identities?' she asked. "l don't think | understand.”

"Y ou can buy anything on Discovery Station for the right price," Jess said lightly. He turned
from her, walking across the room to sit down in a chair. "We've aready got the paperwork.
We'll go in tomorrow for the surgery.”

"Surgery?" she asked, feeling the blood drain from her face.
"I need surgery to change my finger and retinal prints," Jess said, smiling. "Don't worry, it
won't take long. The DNA patch isjust an injection. They'll test you, too, to see if you're in any

databases. I'm betting you won't need any surgery; | doubt the Pilgrims bothered to register you
with anyone."

"That'sarelief," she said, shivering.

"I'll get Callatonight,” Jess added. "She'll need the surgery, too. | did some checking around.
Jenner, the bitch who used to own me and who still owns Calla, seems to have left the station,
and the Saurellians have commandeered her business. I'm hoping this will make rescuing Calla
easier.”

"If it's so easy to get a slave away from here, why didn't you escape a long time ago?’
Bethany asked worriedly. "I don't understand.”

"There are two reasons | didn't escape before,” Jess said, his face growing shadowed. "Calla
was too afraid, for one. And | didn't have any money. Between selling the ore and selling the
ship I've got plenty now. More than I'd ever dreamed.”

"Didn't you have to buy a new ship, though?"
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"Yes, but it was relatively cheap compared to the freighter,” Jess said. "Everyone here is
looking for big ships. Getting something small was easy enough.”

"I see," she said, not understanding him at all. Things were moving too quickly for her.

"Aren't you going to put on the dress?' he asked after a brief pause. "I thought | might take
you out for dinner."

"Out for dinner?" she asked. What was he talking about?

"Yes, out," he replied, laughing. "They have businesses here called restaurants, where they
provide food for a price. Thisway we don't have to worry about cooking.”

"This is awonderful place," she said, eyes growing wide. "Is there anything that they don't
do for you here?'

"As long as you have money, you'll get whatever you want," Jess replied with a smile.
"Anything."
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Chapter Twelve

Jess had certainly been right about that, Bethany thought, her head swimming. She had just
finished her third glass of something he called wine. It had taken her a while to figure out it was
alcoholic, because it didn't have the harsh bite that bakrah did. This stuff was definitely going to
her head. She swayed in her seat, reaching out with one finger to wipe the last of the sauce off
her plate. It was rich and meaty, and so spicy that it made her ears burn. She could actually feel
the hot blood rushing through them, and giggled. Jess shot her a look across the table, and she
stuck her tongue out at him. He needed to relax more, she thought, taking another deep drink of
the wine.

It was the best meal she'd ever had, even though Jess wasn't |etting her eat as much as she
wanted. He kept insisting she was going to make herself sick. At that moment she hardly cared.
Getting sick would be a small price to pay for food as good as this.

They sat in asmall, dimly lit restaurant. All around them were other couples, laughing and
talking softly. They all seemed happy, as if they were having a wonderful time. Music played in
the background, creating a low, pulsing noise that made Bethany feel like swaying in her seat.
There was something about this place that was amazing, and so relaxing she didn't even feel
strange about the crazy clothing she wore any longer. Jess had been right; most of the other
women were wearing jumpsuits. She might not be fully covered by the clinging fabric, but she
was far more covered than the women around her.

Their waiter brought them a small bowl of something cold and sweet. There were two
spoons in it, and Bethany gave a squeal of delight as she tasted it. It was the best thing she'd ever
eaten. She could hear Jess laughing at her, but she didn't care. She just ate spoonful after sweet
spoonful, letting each melt in her mouth and moaning with pleasure. When they were done, she
stuck her finger in, scooping out the last traces.

Jess stood, and reached out to take her arm.

"I think we should head back to the hostel,” he said, dark blue eyes glowing. She shivered,
enjoying the way he looked at her. He was dark, intense, and his eyes burned with lust. He
wanted her and it made her feel powerful. This incredible man, the one all the women were
looking at, wanted her. The slave revolt really was the best thing that had ever happened in her
life.

Together they walked out of the restaurant into the spaceport's main thoroughfare. Even
though it was late in the cycle, the place was filled with men and women laughing and drinking.
Several men looked at her in ways that made her blush, and more than one woman smiled an
invitation at Jess. She craned her head, wondering in that Mary was around anywhere. She was
so busy looking that she stumbled, although Jess caught her easily enough. She blinked,
surprised by how unsteady she felt. Just walking was confusing; which way was their hostel,
anyway?

She lurched away from Jess as something caught her eye. There was a woman in the air
above one of the doorways, writhing naked with some kind of creature wrapped around her.



Joanna Wylde Price of Freedom 96

What was it? Bethany stopped, cocking her head and staring in wonder. Jess tugged at her arm,
but she refused to move. What was that thing? And what was the woman doing with it?

Jess turned back, and laughed when he saw what she was looking at.

"How does that woman just hang up in the air like that?' Bethany whispered, completely
confused.

"It's a hologram,” Jess said. "It's just a projection. The woman is actually inside on a stage.
Or it may just be arecording.”

"What is she doing?"

"That's alittle harder to explain..." Jess said, a grin playing around the corners of his mouth.
"It's a sex show. Entertainment. People pay money to see others performing sexual acts.”

"I've never heard of anything that looks like that," she replied. Someone jostled her, and she
bumped against Jess. Mmm... He smelled good. She reached her arms around him and pulled
him close.

"Have you ever seen one of these sex shows?' she asked. She could feel his muscles tighten
beneath her fingers, and his cock hardened against her body. His eyes grew smoky and his
expression softened..

"Yes, | have been to afew of them," he said.

"Can we go?' she asked. The look on his face made her laugh. He was clearly startled by her
request.

"I don't know that it's a good idea, at least not tonight,” he said finally. "I'm going after Calla
soon, and | don't think thisis the best way to get ready for that particularly task."

She pulled at his arm, trying to get him to follow her into the show, but he stood firm.

"Bethany, we really need to go back to our room," he said. She studied him, trying to gage if
she had even a chance of changing his mind, but his expression remained the same. It wasn't
going to happen, she thought mournfully.

They walked back toward the hostel slowly, Jess holding her hand, and she soon forgot her
disappointment. The port was amazing, filled with hundreds, thousands, of people. Some of them
spoke languages she couldn't understand, and all of a sudden athought hit her.

"What language do | speak?' she asked. "l never realized that there was more than one. Is
this a Pilgrim language?’

Jess started laughing.

"No, thisisBasic," hesaid. "Asfar as| know, Pilgrims don't have their own language.”

"What is Basic?' she asked. "Isit the Imperia language?"

"WEell, it's the trade language,” he said. "On many worlds, it's the primary language, and
certainly the primary language on most space stations like this one. Almost everyone speaks
Basic, although most people speak their own language, too."

"Do you speak more than one language?' she asked suddenly.
"Sort of," he said. "I speak Basic and | also know slave sign.”
"What's slave sign?’

"It's a method of communication between slaves," he said. "It allows us to tak with each
other without being overheard. At least much of the time."
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"Do all daves know it?'

"No," he said quietly. "Generally only Imperial slaves. Men and women raised on slave
farms, like myself. Sometimes those who are enslaved later in life learn, but not always."

"You were raised on aslave farm?" she asked. "What is that?"

"You have alot of questions tonight,” he said. "I'll tell you about the slave farm some other
time. | think we should try to enjoy ourselves now. | have work to do later."

"What are you doing later?' she asked, her mind reeling. It was hard keeping things straight
when you drank wine, she thought.

He burst out laughing. "Y ou don't listen very well, do you?"

"No," she said pertly. She grinned at him, and he leaned over to kiss her on the mouth. The
touch sent a tingle of sensation coursing through her and she leaned against him. He held her
close and they stood there, frozen in time for a moment, before someone in the crowed jostled
them.

"This is such an amazing place,” she said suddenly. "l didn't realize that so many people
could be all together like this at once. | can hardly believeit'sreal.”

"It'sreal al right,” he said. "And very interesting, but | think I'd like to go back to the hostel
now."

"Oh really?' she asked archly, rubbing against him. She could feel his arousal rising, and
reveled init. "Did you have any specific activity in mind for when we get there?'

"Many things," he said, kissing her softly.

The touch of his lips against hers made her shiver, and she sighed. How wonderful it felt to
be with him here, on this night, in this place. Who would have thought such a thing was
possible?

Pulling her gently by the hands, Jess started moving towards the pod-shaped vehicle that
would carry them across the port to their hostel. She allowed herself to simply enjoy the moment,

the rough feeling of his hand in hers, the warmth of his body. It was so good to be with him, to
not be worried about anything for once.

To not be afraid.

That's what it was, she realized. For the first time in her life she wasn't afraid. She was safe
with Jess. Somehow she knew that, deep within herself. She knew it beyond a doubt. Jess would
always protect her.

The shuttle pulled up before them and they stepped in. She allowed herself to settle beside
him as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. She was tired, just a bit sleepy, so she let her
eyes close and simply luxuriated in the feel of him next to her. She could smell him. He was
clean, but that dlightly tangy, amost spicy scent she had come to associate with him was still
there. It seemed asif there was a halo of energy surrounding them, walling them in and allowing
them to build their own special little world. She imagined herself as a green, flickering flame.
His energy was a red flame, strong and shot through with streaks of black and orange. Her green
should have paled next to him, but instead lived within it, sheltered by the stronger energy of his
body.

So perfect, asif they were created for each other.

She nodded, drowsily imagining their flames burning together, until the pod came to a stop.
Then he was pulling her to her feet, and they stumbled out into the wide corridor. There were



Joanna Wylde Price of Freedom 98

fewer people around them now. It was a good place to be, she thought. Going home. Not that the
hostel was really their home. Maybe the new ship would feel like a home, she thought suddenly.

"How much did the new ship cost?' she asked suddenly curious. "How much money do we
have left over? Will it be enough?’

"Oh, it will be enough,” Jess said quietly. "Between selling the ore and the ore carrier, we
have more than enough to start a new life for ourselves. More than enough for Calla and Bragan,
too."

They were at their hostel now, all closed up for the night. Next to the door was a security
box. Jess pulled a small card out of his pocket and stuck it in aslot in the door. It swished open,
and he guided her through the door and down the silent hall to their room. Then he opened that
door, and they walked inside. Bethany tripped lightly once more and Jess caught her.

He pulled her into his arms, and she went to him with a sigh. What was it about this man
that gave her such pleasure? she wondered She wrapped her arms around his body, feeling the
muscles under his skin tensing as her fingers danced across them.

"Kiss me," she demanded, tilting her head up toward him.

Jess looked down at her, taken for a moment by the strange mix of her commanding tone
with the soft blurring of her gaze. She was a little drunk from the wine, and more relaxed with
him than he could ever remember her being.

How had he managed to find this woman? His life was suddenly all but perfect. He had
Bethany, a ship, a future. Soon he would have his sister back, too, and together they would
rescue Bragan. After that, who knew what wonderful things might happen. For the first time in
his life he had a future, and the Goddess had even been gracious enough to give him someone to
share it with. It was nothing short of amiracle.

Filled with a sense of wonder, he allowed his lips to take hers, marveling at their soft
texture. He kissed her, lips closed, for several minutes. The soft warmth of her mouth against his
was amazing—nbeautiful and exciting all at once. He could feel the blood rushing between his
legs, fed his cock rising with anticipation. In a bit he would slide that hard part of himself into
her body, and the delicious warmth and wetness of her would close around him. The friction of
her folds would carry him to new heights, and the squeezing of her muscles would draw a climax
out of him more stunning than any other he had experienced before meeting her.

How had he even imagined those earlier fleeting encounters to be true sex? They were
nothing compared to this, simply the release of tension, a bodily function completed. This was so
much more.

She pressed closer to him, and he could fedl the soft mounds of her breasts against his chest.
Her nipples slowly hardened as his own responded. She shifted her legs against his restlessly,
and then her tongue stole out of her mouth, burning a path along his lips. He opened for her and
their tongues met playfully. One of her hands stole down between them, cupping his erection
lightly, and he shuddered.

He reached down and cupped both hands around her buttocks, lifting her easily into the air.
She gasped, the motion pulling her head from his. Her hands clutched his shoulders for balance,
and her legs wrapped tightly around his waist.

He carried her across the room to their bed. It was larger and far more comfortable than that
on the ore hauler, almost decadent in comparison.
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Jess had been dreaming about taking her on a bed like this one since the first time he'd seen
it. Now he carried her toward it, wishing their clothes were already gone and that he could thrust
into her immediately.

Bethany seemed to be feeling the same way. She rubbed her clit against the hard ridge of his
cock through their clothing, straining at him for more stimulation. He laughed, and leaned over
to settle her gently on the bed. She kept her hold on him, pulling him down with her. The move
caught him off guard, and he fell down over her. She pulled him, rolling him across the bed until
she was on top of him, leaning down against his chest and kissing him deeply. It took him off
guard, although not in a bad way. He was simply amazed, and not for the first time, that the shy,
quiet woman he had first met on the mining station had turned out to be so fiery. Even when he
had first taken her from her people, she had seemed meek enough. He knew better now. She
would be aformidable opponent if she ever turned on him.

The thought cooled him momentarily, then was gone as she kissed him again, pulling on his
shirt. She wanted him naked, now. Her actions were clear. He wasn't about to fight with her.

He reached down to the hem of her dress, pulling it up and over her head. It was hard at first,
their arms kept tangling together as they tugged at the clothing. Then she dlithered out of the
silky pants she wore under the dress and he raised his hips to lower his own pants. The cool air
hit his cock, but did nothing to dampen his arousal. He wanted to feel that slick warmth close
him. He would never get enough of her. Never.

Now she was naked, with the warmth of her soft skin fluttering against his body in so many
places he felt like he was dying. How could a man survive something like this, night after night?
His heart was pounding, every nerve in his body singing. He could feel the pressure in hisloins,
building and growing impossibly stronger as she pushed against his erection. Then she moved to
straddle him, and he could fedl her heat. It was a tangible presence, al but touching him even
though his aching cock was still inches from her opening. She lowered her body over his slowly
and deliberately, her fingers catching and stopping his hand when he tried to pull her down more
quickly. It was tortuous and beautiful all at once. He was going to die.

She sheathed him. For one glorious moment he was content, held within her pulsing body as
she sgqueezed slowly and steadily. Their heartbeats seemed to meld, as if they shared a physical
connection so strong that they truly were one creature at that moment. Then she squeezed him
again, and he was filled with the need to move, to thrust into her deeply, repeating himself until
she screamed and spasmed around him. But she wasn't playing along.

Bethany raised her body and laughed as his hips pulled back from hers, pressing down into
the bed. He needed more friction, more movement. It wasn't enough to simply experience this
teasing slowness. He had to feel more, had to have her flesh rubbing back and forth against his.
Time to take control.

Without warning, he sat up and flipped her over beneath him. She squealed in protest, but he
ignored her, grimly thrusting in and out of her. She was dick with need for him, and her grunts
as he started pounding into her were more than enough evidence that she was enjoying it every
bit as much as he. He wanted to go harder, deeper. He wanted to plant his seed in her. The
thought of it turned his vision red, and he closed his eyes, focusing every bit of his energy on
thrusting into her again and again.

She was panting and gasping now and he knew her orgasm must be close. The thought of
her beneath him, helpless, surged through him like the sweetest of wines. He could taste her
need, thrust into her to emphasize that only he could provide her with this. The thought of her
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approaching another man flitted through his head. No. He wouldn't let himself think of that. She
was his, al his, and he was marking her.

She would never forget who she belonged to.

He thrust deeper, feeling the bed sway beneath them as they moved. She whimpered
something at him, her voice needy. He couldn't understand what she was saying. The blood was
pounding too hard in his ears and slowing down was not an option. Each thrust brought him that
much closer to the achingly beautiful conclusion they both needed. He had to go harder, faster.
He had to hold on and not give in to the desire to explode. They were going to come together, or
not at al. He wouldn't give her a choice about that.

A sudden, sharp pain broke through his thoughts, and he realized that she had scratched his
back. Her fingernails tore through his skin, each one clawing atrail of fire through him. It helped
him focus. He reached down to pull her hips more firmly under his and she gave a little scream.

Timeto finishit.

He pulled one hand free and pressed his thumb against her clit, rubbing it back and forth as
he breached her. She gasped, and a fine sheen of perspiration broke out across her face. He could
feel her muscles stiffening, could see her pulling air deep into her chest. It was only a matter of
seconds now. He gave one last mighty thrust, working her clit with his thumb, and watched her
face intently. Her head flung back as she came with a scream. Her internal muscles gripped him
tightly, and he gasped. He wanted to watch her, take her pleasure into himself, but it was too late.
His own orgasm was upon him, his body had taken over and making the decisions now. He could
feel the pressure and tension explode out his cock as waves of pleasure shot through his body,
radiating out from his pelvis. It was spectacular, better than he could have dreamed.

Was every time with her going to be like this? A new high, a new kind of sexua ecstasy? If
so, he may very well die with the next few weeks, he thought wryly. One man's body was not
designed for thiskind of stress...

%k k k%

Jess stole through the corridors of the station, taking care to attract as little notice as
possible. It wasn't hard; it was the middle of the sleep cycle and thiswas a quiet area.

It was amazing to him how things had changed, and yet stayed the same. He had lived in
these halls all of his life, yet everything was different now. Their Saurellian overlords had been
active during their brief tenure. The port was still wild and full, but there seemed to be more
order in the rest of the station. There were certainly more guardsmen. There were also more
public receptacles for trash, and much less graffiti.

The Saurellians, apparently, preferred their spacestations to be clean.

Another major difference was the public notices calling on station residents to register to
vote. He had no idea what they would be voting on; he couldn't even imagine doing so. Never, in
his entire life, had there been a vote on the station about anything. Strangely enough, the few
businesses owned by Pilgrims appeared to be shut down. Was Jenner's disappearance connected,
he wondered?

He was near the hostel where he had grown up now, and it was hard to remember caution.
He felt far too comfortable here, yet was far more dangerous for him outside the port. There, the
population was transient. Now he found himself among people who might very well recognize
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him and report him as an escaped slave. Under Imperial rule that would have resulted in his
death; the Goddess alone knew what the Saurellians might do to him.

If anything happened, Bethany would be all right, he reminded himself. He had registered
her as owner of their new ship. The hostel owner had instructions to check on her if Jess didn't
return. She'd be all right; there was more than enough money for her to survive.

He'd come too far to be caught now, though. He was going to free Calla and get out of this
hellhole once and for all.

Finally, he reached his goal—the long, narrow passageway. There was a vent at the end that
would lead to the storeroom in Jenner's hostel. He and Calla had discovered the secret route as
children. They'd always assumed that Jenner had created it in a bout of paranoia, something
common enough among Pilgrims. After all, they tended to hoard supplies and tried to always
have at least one escape route. Now he would use it to steal Calla right out from under the noses
of her masters.

Moving quietly, he opened the vent and started crawling down the shaft. Every inch of it felt
familiar to him. He'd used it a thousand times to sneak out of the hostel. As a child, he would go
down to the port and follow the traders around, copying their speech and asking questions about
foreign worlds. He could have escaped long ago, if Calla hadn't been so afraid.

As a young man, he had discovered the joys to be found among the women of the port. He
was handsome and strong—even the women of the most expensive pleasure houses had
welcomed him to their beds. More than one had offered to buy him his freedom.

Once again, he had stayed because of Calla. His stomach turned as he realized how foolish
they had been; Calla had been fearful, terrified that they would be caught and killed. He realized
now that death was far from the worst fate a slave could suffer.

Moving through the passage, he counted down the vents until he reached the one that
opened on the hostel. With a flash of triumph, he discovered it was till loose. The vent cover
was supposed to be firmly welded directly to the station, making it impossible for a man without
sophisticated tools to open it. The welds on this one had been broken for decades, but he had
been half afraid the Saurellians would have noticed and fixed it.

Keeping quiet, he pushed the grill open and lowered it to the floor. He slithered out of the
vent into the room. Dank and dusty as ever, he thought with satisfaction. Nobody was coming in
and out of hereregularly.

He crept across the floor and listened carefully at the door. Outside was silence. Unless
things had changed significantly, everyone would have been asleep for hours. Calla would be in
the kitchen, her pallet laid out with those of the other women. For the first time he realized Calla
might not be the only slave who wanted to leave. His gut twisted. It would endanger them all if
he brought too many back with him to the ship, but he didn't have a choice. If his fellow slaves
wanted to leave, he would help them.

It was the only right thing to do.

Walking down the hall, he looked carefully at each door, trying to determine if anyone was
awake. Jenner's office was open, although there was no light inside. He'd never seen it left open
like that before; she really was gone. It was hard to imagine in some ways. Jenner had always
seemed like a force of nature to him, immovable and certainly unstoppable. Y et she had left for
the first time in years. Was it really a business trip, or had the Saurellians frightened her that
much?
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He kept moving until he reached the kitchen. Fortunately, Calla always slept closest to the
door because she had to go to the fresher at least once every night. HEd teased her about it
mercilessly as a teenager. He eased the door open, eyes searching the dimly lit room. Things
were different, he realized. Most of his life there had been four or five women who slept here, al
dlaves. Now there was only one. Calla? No, whoever this was, she was smaller than Calla.

Her body was completely covered by the blanket, a nicer one than he'd remembered having
when he'd lived with Jenner. What had happened, where was everyone? And how was he going
to find his sister?

He would have to wake the woman up and ask. It was likely that he knew her. He doubted
that Jenner would have bought another slave so quickly; the old bitch was notoriously tight with
her cash. He walked carefully over to the sleeping woman and knelt silently beside her. Her hair
was a soft gold, familiar to him it. It was Hari, the kitchen girl. They had been daves together for
more than a decade. She would never betray him, he thought in relief.

He touched her shoulder softly, shaking her and whispering her name.

"Hari, wake up,” he said. She muttered something, and tried to roll over. He had to hold in a
laugh. Some things never changed. Hari had always been the last one up in the morning, and
grumpy for hours afterwards.

"Wake up," he repeated, and she opened her eyes.

"What isit?" she asked sleepily, brushing her hair out of her eyes. "I'm sleeping. Jess, is that
you?'

She sat bolt upright, looking at him with wide eyes.

"Yes," he replied, unable to keep from smiling at her. She seemed so young. They were

nearly the same age, but now he felt like he was centuries older. Life had been so easy here, he
thought longingly. He hadn't known what suffering was...

"What are you doing here? We all thought you would be dead by now!" She gasped, flinging
herself into hisarms. "Oh, | can't believe this. We have to go tell the others that you're dive."

"Shhhh," he said. "No, we have to be quiet. | can't be caught here."
"No, everything has changed!" she said. "Oh, Jess, you're safe here now. Jenner's gone."
"I know," he said. "But that hardly makes us safe, Hari."

"Oh, no, it does!" she said. "We're free now, Jess! All of us! The Saurellians wanted to keep
using the hostel but they didn't want to manage it, so they turned it over to us and we're running
it for them now. It's wonderful."

He shook his head, unable to understand what she was saying. The Saurellians had freed
Jenner's slaves?

"Where's Calla?' he asked. Her face changed abruptly, and she looked away .

"I think we should wake Karin up,” she said suddenly, referring to the head cook. Jess
narrowed his eyes.

"No, | want to hear where Callais," he said, gripping her shoulders firmly. She tried to turn
away from him, and he shook her shoulders roughly. She whimpered. "Where is Calla?'

"Jess, she'sdead," Hari said quietly. Jess suddenly felt dizzy, and shook his head.
"What did you say?" he demanded.
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"She's dead, Jess," Hari whispered miserably. "It happened right after Jenner sold you to the
miners. She disappeared that night, and a few weeks later they found her tracking implant in the
recycling plant.”

Jess shook his head, unwilling to believe what she was telling him. Calla couldn't be dead.
She was a sister, his other half. He had overcome incredible odds to rescue her. What Hari was
telling him was impossible. He refused to accept it.

"Jess, I'm so sorry," Hari said miserably. "We never did figure out what happened. We
thought maybe she tried to escape, and got picked up by somebody down at the port. Y ou know
what can happen to a woman aone down there."

Jess tried not to listen to her, but reality was sinking in against hiswill. He was al too aware
of what could happen to a woman alone. Or a even a man aone, if he didn't know what he was
about. There were certain areas of the port where predators lurked. They were the very same
kinds of places that might attract a young woman trying to escape her owner, he thought
desperately.

It wasn't uncommon to find bodies in the station's recycling pits, either. Or rather, parts of
bodies. Her tracking implant was probably the only part of Calla that still existed, he thought
numbly. Why hadn't he forced her to go with him, to escape while they had a chance? He could
have saved her, if only he'd been stronger!

He knew it was a question he would ask himself for the rest of hislife.
"I have to go," he said abruptly, unwilling to look at Hari. She had been part of his life here.

That life was all over now. All over except for one thing. He still owed Mistress Jenner,
wherever she was, avisit.

%k k k%

Bethany had long since given up trying to sleep on the floor in the fresher. He had left her
severa blankets and a pillow, but all she could think about was Jess, creeping through the
station. He was going to find his sister, but what if someone stopped him? Would they realize he
was an escapee? What would happen to him, and what would happen to her? There was a cold
ball of icy blue fire in her belly. No matter how many times she told herself everything was
going to be fine, she couldn't bring herself to believeit.

Something was going to go terribly wrong. She just knew it.

She had no way of measuring the time, but it seemed like hours had passed before she heard
noises in the outer room. She listened carefully. One set of footsteps, and no feminine voice. If it
was Jess, he didn't have Callawith him. Or maybe someone else had gotten into their room?

A moment later the fresher door opened. She stared up at the man in the doorway, unable to
see hisface in the darkness.

"Jess, isthat you?" she asked softly.

"Yes," he replied, his voice sounding harsh. Something was terribly wrong; there was no
other explanation.

"Where is Calla?' she asked, afraid to hear the answer. He turned away from the fresher and
walked back toward the bed. She stood shakily and followed him.

"Callaisdead,” he said harshly. "I don't want you to mention her name again.”
"But what—" she started to ask, but he cut her off.
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"Bequiet," he said coldly. "We'll leave in the morning. Y ou'd better get some sleep.”
"What about you?' she asked.
"I don't' need any sleep,” he said tightly. "I need to think."

"All right," she whispered. She crossed the room and dlid into the bed, watching him as
closely as she could in the darkness. He took a seat in achair, leaning it back against the wall and
putting his feet up. Silence stretched between them, a tangible thing that seemed unbearably
painful to her. He was so alone; every part of her ached to comfort him, to pull him into her arms
and soothe his pain.

He wasn't going to allow that, she knew already. He didn't want to admit how much he was
hurting. In the darkness, she could hear his breathing. It grew rough, as if he were running, and
then it caught. He cleared this throat noisily, turning his head away from her.

He was crying, she realized. Crying for his sister.

Her heart ached, but she kept still. He would never want anyone to witness such weakness.
Not for one moment could he concede that he was anything less than hard and tough, a man who
could handle any obstacle. If only he understood that he didn't need to be alone, she thought
sadly.

Of course, he couldn't even figure out that he didn't need to lock her up to keep her, she
thought with dark humor. Yet she couldn't imagine leaving him. He had become everything to
her, and he didn't even redlizeit.

%k k k%

Bethany had just fallen asleep when the entire room shuddered, rolling her halfway across
the bed. Loud sirensfilled the air, and an emergency light started strobing.

"What's going on?' she gasped, sitting up in the bed. It was the most horrifying racket she'd
ever heard. The light wasn't helping. Everything seemed surreal, jerky.

Jess was aready on his feet, moving toward her and pulling her into his arms.

"There's been a hull breach,” he said, voice strained. He ran his hands over her body,
checking her for injuries. "The station is under attack.”
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Chapter Thirteen

The words "hull breach” struck a fear into her heart. A child of the mining belt, she knew
that nothing was more dangerous that a breach. Within seconds, al the air on a station could be
sucked out into the cold night of the vacuum. They were going to die. She shivered, and he
stroked her hair.

"Don't worry," he said, his voice soothing. "It's going to be all right. We're safe in here. As
soon as we were hit, every door on this station locked tight. We've got plenty of back-up air
sources, and we'll befine.”

"Who do you think did it?" she whispered. "Why would they attack the station?’

"I don't know, | suppose it could be the Empire,” Jess said. "But don't worry—this station is
far too valuable for them to destroy it. And the Saurellians have it well defended. We're going to
befine."

She started to ask him something else, but she was cut off as a cool, smooth woman's voice
came over the intercom into their room.

"Can | have your attention, please,” the voice said. "This is the Discovery Station
Emergency Protocol System. Discovery Station had been attacked by a small ship and a minor
hull breach has occurred. The breach is located in Sector 8, levels 2-4. Please remain calm as
station personnel repair this breach. Further instructions will follow as needed.”

The voice stopped, athough the lights continued to flash.

"Has this ever happened before?' she asked quietly, settling against him. Her heart was till
pounding rapidly, and so was his. Y et she could feel the quiet strength in his arms, the warmth of
his body, and her initial panic was dying down.

"Sure," he said. "I can think of two or three times that this happened as | was growing up. It
must not be anything too serious or they would have given specialized evacuation instructions to
the people in those sectors. The breach is small, and it's in a storage area. With any luck nobody
was hurt."

"What could have caused it?" she asked.

"WEell, a small ship could have crashed into the station. Or perhaps a missile of some kind,
although if it were an attack, I'd think that they would notify us."

The voice crackled into the room again.

"May | have your attention, please," it said. "The hull breach has been sealed and the state of
emergency has been downgraded to a state of alert. The station is now secure. The Station
Commander has directed all civilian personnel to remain in their quarters until further notice. If
there is a medical emergency, please contact your sector captain for assistance. A listing of
sector captains is available on all public and private information terminals by pressing zero. |
repeat, all civilian personnel are to remain in their quarters until further notice.”

The light stopped flashing, and silence filled the room. For a moment, Bethany couldn't help
but wonder if the entire thing had been some sort of surreal dream.
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"That's strange," Jess said. "There must be something more than an accident going on.
Something suspicious, but less than a full attack. Let's turn on the news channel. Computer,
please turn on vid screen.”

The screen embedded in the wall across the room flickered to life, and sound filled the
room. A woman with a calm face and perfectly coifed hair smiled out at them from the screen.

"The station commander assures us that the attack was insignificant, and was not
orchestrated by Imperial forces," she said. "According to station sources, the hull breach was
sealed quickly according to emergency protocol. The effected areas have been evacuated, and
repair crews are already moving into place. We do not yet have an estimation of the damages or
an anticipated time of repair. There is also no estimate of casualties, although the affected area
was not heavily populated. "

She stopped speaking for amoment and cocked her head.

"This just in," she continued. "Station Command has just informed us that ore processing
plant number 15, located in the third sector, has been destroyed. The ore processing plant is one
of the smaller plants servicing Discovery Station and was unmanned. Command informs us that
they suspect sabotage, although they have not clarified whether they believe it to be sabotage
from within the station, or if the saboteurs are at large within the system.”

"It takes a lot of firepower to destroy an ore processing plant,” Jess remarked coolly. "This
could make things more difficult. They're going to be looking very closely at everyone who goes
in and out of this station. We may haveto lay low for awhile."

"What about Bragan?' she asked softly. "He's waiting for us."
"WEéll, helll just have to wait another week," Jess replied. "It won't do him any good if we're
arrested and never make it back to him."

"And the doctor?' she asked. "Do you think helll still be willing to go after an attack like
this? We can't rescue Bragan without him."

"I never asked the doctor if he was willing to go with us," Jess said.
"Y ou're planning to kidnap the doctor?" she asked. "That's crazy!"

"No more crazy than planning a revolt on a mining colony," he replied. "1 won't hurt him,
and he'll be paid for his time. It's a better deal than Bragan ever got. Any of the slaves, for that
matter."

She stayed silent, unsure of how to respond. On the one hand he was right, but on the
other... It was just one more crime. How many crimes would they have to commit before they
were free? She didn't like thinking about it.

She pulled away from him, laying back down onto the bed and trying to think. The vid
screen still flickered in the darkness, but he had turned down the volume. She closed her eyes,
willing herself to sleep. Sleeping would be so much better than having to think at this point.

Jess lay down beside her, wrapping one arm around her possessively. For one moment she
thought he wanted to have sex but he smply held her. Perhaps he needed comforting, she
thought. She certainly did. She snuggled back into his arms, grateful for the warmth. She would
worry about everything else tomorrow.

*k k k%
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Jess lay awake in the darkness, holding Bethany and thinking. He could tell when she finally
dropped off to sleep; her breathing grew slow and steady. The tension in her arms and back also
disappeared, and she made a soft snuffling noise as she burrowed into his side.

Nothing was going according to his plan.

How could he have gotten this close to freeing himself and Calla, only to find out she was
dead and they were caught in the middle of an attack on Discovery Station. How good were the
new identities he had purchased for them? With a sinking feeling, he realized they wouldn't find
out until they tried to use them. After an attack like this one, the Saurellians wouldn't be inclined
to treat them kindly if they were caught with false documents.

Then there was Bragan, patiently waiting for their return. The poor man was aone in that
Goddess-forsaken place. Completely isolated, how long would the man last? Even if he survived
physically, how would he hold up mentally? And what if some other group of Pilgrims arrived to
find their station destroyed before he could get back.

What would the bastards do to Bragan? He shuddered at the thought.

Bethany was counting on him, too. She had no idea how to take care of herself in the larger
world. She had no skills, no education. He had to admit that, in many ways, his life as a slave on
the station had been far better than hers as a woman in the mining belt. He owed it to her to make
a better life for both of them. He also owed something to Calla. Revenge. Calla was dead
because she'd tried to escape, tried to find him. It had happened the same day Jenner had sold
him to the miners. Bitch. She had a lot to answer for, and he would see that she paid. First he
would rescue Bragan, and then he would find Jenner.

After that? He and Bethany would be free. Truly free. They would find some place far away
and build anew life together.
She twisted in his arms, nestling her head into the crook of hisarm.

She deserved so much more than she'd gotten out of life. He would give her everything she
deserved and more, he vowed. Just as soon as he avenged his sister.

* k* k k%

Bethany awoke to find Jess sprawled across her. On the vid screen there was a diagram of
the entire mining system, with an arrow pointing at an area almost directly opposite Discovery
Station.

"Computer, raise volume,”" she said softly. The newscaster's voice came into the room.

"The destroyed outpost is in orbit on the far side of the mining belt,” she was saying.
"Apparently Saurellian officials have known of its destruction for several days, although that
information did not become public until early this morning.”

Bethany shook Jess awake. He raised his head, blinking.

"Jess, they're talking about Bethesda Station,” she said. "Or at least | think they are."

His gaze turned alert, and his eyes moved to the vid screen.

"For al of you waking up," the newscaster said. "l would like to repeat the morning's news.
Following last night's attack, Saurellian officials have announced that a mining station belonging
to asmall religious sect, calling themselves Pilgrims of the Apocalypse, has been destroyed. The

explosion encompassed more than 500,000 square miles of space. Discovery Station Commander
Ivankov has also notified us that station officials received a message this morning from a group
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identifying themselves as Pilgrims. The group is claiming responsibility for this morning's attack
on the Discovery Station, apparently in retaliation for the destruction of their mining outpost.
The commander will be addressing al station residents in approximately one standard hour to
discuss the situation.”

"Jess, what they are talking about?" she whispered quietly. "Why would somebody destroy
the mining outpost? Who could do something like that?"

"Well, as far as | know, only the Saurellians or the Empire has that kind of fire power," he
said softly. "I can't imagine why they'd target the outpost, though. There was nothing left
there..."

"Bragan was |eft there. Do you think he's dead?”

Jess took a deep breath, then replied, "Yes, he has to be. There's no way he could have
survived something like that, and we were his only hope of rescue.”

Bethany shook her head. So much destruction.
"Poor Bragan," she said softly. "He'd been through so much already. It's not fair."

"Life isn't fair,” Jess said curtly, rolling out of bed. "I'm going to take a shower before the
station commander does his address.”

Bethany nodded, watching him stalk into the fresher. Then she leaned back against the
pillows, eyes moving to the vid screen. The newscaster was now presenting an overview of
Pilgrim beliefs.

"The Pilgrims of the Apocalypse have existed in small pockets for more than 1,000 years,"
the woman was saying. "Very little is known about this obscure and secretive cult. Until
recently, they have been largely located within the Empire, and are headquartered on the planet
Karos. Their founder, known as the Celestial Pilgrim, was a young Imperial nobleman who gave
up hisrank and status, retreating to a cave in the mountains above his ancestral home. Nearly ten
years later, al but forgotten, he re-emerged and announced that he was the new incarnation of
truth and reality. He invited all those present to follow him into the realms of enlightenment, and
the Pilgrim movement was born.

"The Basic tenets of the Pilgrim religion are obscure, athough rumors abound. Only elders
and a hand-picked group of priests are given access to the full range of writings and instructions
left behind by the Celestial Pilgrim. The rest of those born into the cult are trained to be obedient
pawns, working blindly to fulfill the goals of the group."

Well, that was certainly accurate, Bethany thought darkly. She had never been privy to the
secrets of the religion that governed her life. Of course, neither had her father. She gave a wry
smile as she thought of what they had all been taught. Only that which is needed is known. Do
not question the Pilgrim's needs; strive to meet them.

As far she knew, nobody in the mining outpost had known what they were truly working
toward. All they knew was that the Pilgrim had asked them to work for him, and they must obey.

"While the Pilgrims have been the victims of some persecution under the Empire,” the
newscaster said in the background, "nearly 200 years ago they reached an agreement with then-
sitting Emperor, Nahn'vet VIII, on taxation and religious freedom. Since that time, they have
operated largely independently within the Empire, athough always respectful of Imperial law.
They do not participate in any type of local government, and have been excused from fighting in
the Imperial army. They are not known to exist within the Federation.”
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Jess came back out of the fresher.

"What are they talking about?' he asked.

"Pilgrim culture," she said. "Did you redlize that they know more about the Pilgrims than |
do?'

"Areyou sure they're right?' he asked. "That doesn't make sense to me."

"I think being a Pilgrim doesn't make much sense," she said darkly.

"I can't argue with that, he said, rubbing atowel against his hair.

"I love how the showers here have water,” she said quietly. "I've never seen anything like
it."

"It's actually pretty common,” he said, voice muffled by the towel. "The only places that
don't have water are some of the long-haul cargo ships. Even those usually have both, though."

"Oh," she said, feeling foolish. There was so much about this outside world that she had no
understanding of. It was hard at times. He turned away from her, and suddenly she felt very
alone.

"Jess, would you like to come back to bed?' she asked softly. She didn't like this distance
between them; it needed healing.

"No," he said tightly.
"There's nothing else we can do," she said. "We're stuck in here. Maybe it will help.”
He shook his head and she sighed heavily.

Throwing off the covers, she went into the fresher herself. Might as well take advantage of
the shower if there was nothing else to do.

The hot water duiced over her, washing away some of her fears. Just standing here,
allowing this water to run down her body, seemed so decadent. Dangerous, even. There was so
much moreto life than she'd ever realized.

It was good.

She turned her face into the stream and closed her eyes. Despite everything—the suffering,
the loss, the pain—Iife was good. Even if she died within the next hour, she had had this one
perfect moment in the shower. The absurdity of her thoughts hit her, and she laughed out loud.
The sound echoed off the walls of the shower, and she laughed again with sheer pleasure.

The door opened abruptly.

"Bethany, are you al right in here?" Jess asked, his voice tense.

"I'm wonderful, Jess," she said, laughing again. "You have no idea how wonderful this
shower is."

"Bethany, what's going on?' he asked, stepping into the room. She could hear the concern in
his voice, and realized that she must sound crazy to him.

Fair enough.

"I'm happy, Jess,” she said, pushing open the door to the fresher. She smiled at him

invitingly, lifting her arms and slicking back her wet hair. She could feel her breasts lifting, her
nipples hardening as the cool air hit them. The look on his face was priceless.

"I'm happy despite everything that is wrong right now, because I'm alive and I'm in a shower
and all the odds were against success. Would you like to join me?"
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He shook his head slowly, and she laughed again. She reached up and cupped her breasts,
kneading them softly with her fingers.

"Areyou sure?' she asked archly.

He grunted, then shrugged out of the pants he must have pulled on after she left the room.
He stepped into the small booth with her, reaching both arms down to her butt and pulling her up
hard against him. His mouth took hers, harsh and demanding. She wrapped her arms around his
neck and sunk into his kiss with asigh of relief.

They were connecting with each other again.

He was hard against her, and she wiggled, enjoying the feel of him as he grew more eager
for her touch. Bethany felt as if the Goddess were inside her, feminine energy and power
pumping through her veins as her tongue darted out, meeting his in a dance as old as time. He
groaned, and then kissed her even more deeply. He pressed her against the wall of the shower,
his pelvis pumping against her even as he sought entry to her body.

She lifted herself, and he thrust deep inside her. He hit her cervix and she gasped; it adways
amazed her that they fit together so well. He was massive, yet her body seemed to have been
created for his touch. Nothing they did could be anything less than perfect.

He pulled out of her and then thrust back inside, seeming to go deeper and deeper with every
motion. Tension built within her. She was aware of the dippery surface of the shower wall
behind her in a vague way, and that the hot water still slid over them, yet he never lost his grasp.
A sudden thought caught him. What would it be like if they could do thing this together in a tub
full of water? Before she could think any further on her new idea, he thrust against her again, this
time at a dlightly different angle. She could hardly breathe because now his entire length was
rubbing against her clit. The arousal that had been slowly dancing along her nerve ending grew
suddenly urgent. She couldn't breathe; she could hardly hold on to him. Everything in her body
seemed to be wrapped up in him. He was her ground, her base, the source of her energy. She
needed to take him into her fully, to become one with him.

She tried to urge him to move more quickly, grasping at his neck and shoulders as hard as
she could, but the water kept her from gripping him like she needed to. Instinct cried out for her
to clutch him tight, to bind him to her as her mate. Without thinking, she opened her mouth
against his shoulder and bit deeply. He moaned, and she felt something salty filling her mouth.
Blood.

He was pounding into her now, each thrust grinding her clitoris against her pelvic bone. The
tension was tight within her, and she squeezed him, desperately seeking something more. More
pressure, more of his hardness. She had to be filled.

Then it slammed over her. She felt the waves of heat moving through her body, and she
screamed out in a mixture of triumph and joy. He followed her a moment later, hips pulsing as
hot waves of his seed shot deep into her body. She collapsed against his shoulder and his grip on
her softened.

They stood there in the shower, breathing heavily, for several minutes. He leaned down and
kissed her wet face softly. She started to say something, but she was cut off by a low-pitched
buzzing noise.

"May | have your attention please," a voice said coolly and camly from a small speaker in
the corner of the shower. Bethany started, then realized it was yet another emergency system
announcement. "Discovery Station Commander Ivankov will be addressing all station residents
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in two minutes. Please proceed to your vid screen for this important and mandatory
presentation.”

Jess reached behind himself, fumbling to turn the shower off.

She relaxed her grip on his shoulders, expecting him to set her down, but he lifted her away
and strode out of the fresher. He carried her al the across their room to the bed, where he sat
down, still holding her close. They were dripping all over the bedding, but he didn't seem to care.
Instead, he ssmply pulled her against him, then grabbed a blanket to cover them both.

Within seconds, the vid screen flickered to life, and a man who looked strikingly like Jess
came into view.

"Who are these guys?' she asked. "Why do they all look like you?'

"They're Saurellians,” Jess replied. "And they don't look like me. At least not to anyone
besides you."

"Areyou sure?' she asked, doubting him. "I thought you looked an awful lot like Logan."

"You're crazy," Jess said, kissing her on top of her head. "I'm adave, | wasn't even born on
the same side of the quadrant as these guys.”

She pursed her lips, wondering how he could miss the resemblance. Sure, he and the man on
the vid screen looked different. The man was wearing a military hair cut, and his eyes were a
different color. But that was just a matter of dress and grooming. Their bone structure was
strikingly similar, although Jess was far paler than the man...

"As I'm sure you are aware, the station was attacked early this morning. We have
determined that this attack was planned and executed by members of the Pilgrims of the
Apocalypse, apparently in response to activity that has taken place on the far side of the asteroid
belt.

"Several days ago, our sensors detected an extremely large explosion centered in this region.
We have yet to determine who was behind this explosion, but we have assured ourselves that
Imperial interference is highly unlikely. Not only have our scouts failed to detect any sign of
Imperial spacecraft in the area, we have received assurances from the Imperial capital that they
were not involved in this incident. Given the fact that such an attack would cause the Emperor a
great deal embarrassment, combined with a complete lack of any understandable motive for such
an attack, we find no reason to believe they were involved with events within this system.

"What is clear is that this fringe group holds the Saurellian government responsible for the
destruction of alarge area they inhabited. | can assure you that our government had no reason to
attack, and until now had very little interest in the Pilgrims on any level. Now that they have
attacked our facility, this has changed.”

He paused, and Bethany shivered, snuggling further into Jess arms.
"I wonder how many Pilgrim mining camps were destroyed,” she whispered.

"I wonder how they were destroyed,” he replied, his voice sober. "It takes a hell of alot of
firepower to pull something like that off."

"The majority of those involved with the attack on Discovery Station are dead,” the station
commander continued, his face stern. "The attack on the station proper appears to have been a
suicide attack. The ore processing plant is a different story because timed explosive devices were
placed there. We have also discovered that every known inhabitant of the station who was
affiliated with the Pilgrim group evacuated several days ago. We can only assume that plans for
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such an attack were in place even before the destruction on the far side of the asteroid belt.
Presumably, the explosives that caused the destruction there were meant to be used against
Discovery Station itself.”

He paused for a moment to allow hiswords to sink in. Jess caught his breath.
"There are more than amillion people living on this station,” he said quietly.

"I can't believe that!" she replied. "How would my people have pulled off something like
that? I'm sure | would have heard something about it. How could you keep a plan like that
completely secret? And why would they want to kill all these people?"

"As a result of this attack, the Saurellian Federation feels that it has no choice but to
consider the Pilgrims of the Apocalypse a dangerous and unwelcome group. If there are any
Pilgrims lefts on the station, they are encouraged to turn themselves in to Saurellian authorities
within the next cycle. They will be granted amnesty, and the opportunity to return to Imperial
space or build a new life for themselves outside the Pilgrim movement. Those Pilgrims who do
not choose to take advantage of this one-time amnesty can expect to be arrested on sight once
this 24 hour offer of immunity expires. We have already put plans into place that will alow usto
more closely scrutinize everyone entering or leaving the station. If you're one of them, we will
find you," he concluded, his voice ringing with controlled menace. She shivered.

"How are we going to get off the station?' she asked quietly. "They'll know that we arrived
here on a Pilgrim transport ship. Maybe we should give ourselves up.”

"No," he said. "For one thing, we have no idea that they're telling the truth about how they'll
treat Pilgrims who turn themselves in. For al we know the poor bastards will be shot for their
trouble; it's the sensible thing to do with saboteurs, and the Saurellians are no fools. They're
capable of all kinds of things."

"So what are we going to do?"

"Well brazen it out,” he said coolly. "For one, nobody realy knows who that ore ship
belonged to. It was registered as aderelict in station records. | simply claimed to have salvaged it
before selling it. From there the trail is even harder to follow. | accepted payment for it in cash—

"Cash? Isn't that kind of dangerous?' she asked. "How did you know the seller wouldn't just
hit you over the head and take the money back?"

"Because | sold it in the Exchange hall," he said. "It's policed by the smuggler's guild.
There's no safer place on Discovery Station, trust me. Y ou make one mistake in there and you'll
never be seen again. | also bought the new ship there. It's completely clean, brought in a few
weeks ago by atraveling Saurellian soldier reporting for duty. He sold it because he didn't need
it any more."

"That till won't explain how we got here," she said anxiously. "Won't they find it strange
that we appeared on the station out of nowhere and purchased a ship?"

"I've got that covered too,” he said, running one hand through her hair absently. "Our new
identities belonged to a couple who arrived here on a freighter about two months back. They
came to a rather unfortunate end, but their deaths had never been documented. | checked the
records myself, before | bought their identities.”

She looked at him in horror.

"Were they killed for their identities?' she whispered. "Did they kill them just for us?"
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"No," he said. "Not that I'm denying things like that occasionally happen here, but that
wasn't the case at all. According to the information broker, they were killed during a botched
robbery, and | don't get the impression he was lying to me. It happened weeks before we
arrived.”

"Oh," she said, still not feeling much better. In some ways, the world outside the mining belt
wasn't much safer than what she'd left behind, she thought grimly. He pulled her close and kissed
her forehead softly.

"Don't worry about it,” he said. "Their death had nothing to do with us. We're going to use
their names to make a new life for ourselves. That can't hurt them."

"I guess so," she said, still feeling uneasy. "So, now what? Now that we don't have to go
after Bragan, does that mean we're finally free to do whatever we want?"

She deliberately didn't mention Calla. He'd been so distant when he first came back to the
room, she didn't want him to turn into himself like that again.

"Not quite yet," he said softly, He reached up with one hand and stroked her hair softly. "I
still have one more thing to do. Then we'll be free.”

"What's that?"
"] need to find Mistress Jenner," he said.

"The woman who used to own you?" she asked. "Isn't she gone? | thought you told me she
was aPilgrim."

"Sheis aPilgrim, and she is gone," he said. "She's also the reason that Callais dead. If she
hadn't sold me into the mining belt, then Calla wouldn't have tried to escape. She wouldn't have

been killed. Instead, we'd both be free by now. The Saurellians freed all the slaves at Jenner's
hostel when she left.”

Bethany bit her lip, unsure of what to say. If he hadn't been sold into the mining belt, she
never would have met him. She'd still be there. Or rather, what was left of her would still be
there... She—and everyone else—would have been killed in the explosion. She didn't point that
out, though. Instead, she held him, wishing she had some way of showing him how much she
cared, how much she wished she could take his hurt into herself and heal him.

"I think I know where | can find her," he said softly. "Or at least a place to start looking.
We're going to have to move quickly because the Saurellians are going to be looking for her, too.
| don't want them to find the bitch before | do."

"You know, if you gave the Saurellians whatever information you have,” she said softly,
"they're probably reward you and catch her themselves. You can have your revenge that way.
Y ou aready said they'd probably kill any Pilgrims they caught.”

"I want to find her," he said, voice cold. He stiffened in her arms. "l want to find her myself
and look her right in the eyes while | kill her. | want her to know why she's dying and who's
responsible.”

She shivered at his tone. It was as if the tender, caring Jess she'd come to love had
disappeared. In his place was a grim and frightening man she hardly recognized; a man who
scared her.

"How long do you think it will take you to find her?" she asked.
"I have noidea,’ he said. "But | can promise you this. | won't give up until | have."
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Leaving the station wasn't a problem, just as he'd said. After waiting a week for things to
calm down, they'd ssmply filed their paperwork with the station controller and hired a runabout
to take them out to the ship. Bethany held her breath until they started slowly pulling by the
station's main defenses, amazed that it had been so easy to sneak in and out. No wonder the
Pilgrims had been able to attack; the station all but had a revolving door instead of an airlock.
She shivered, and hoped that they would find a way to tighten up security before there was
another disaster.

"You can never really control aplace like this," Jesstold her asthey pulled away. "There are
too many people coming and going, and none of them want their actions examined too closely. If
the Saurellians crack down too hard, they'll lose half their commerce. It was the same way when
the Empire held the station.”

She had nodded, pretending to understand. Sometimes her own ignorance of the outside
world frightened her. Jess fell silent, focusing instead on watching the sleek little ship's control
board. He wasn't piloting himself, but he seemed to be trying to learn, she realized. It must be
unsettling for him to rely solely on the auto-pilot computer. He'd watched the control board on
the ore transport, too.

"Isthis ship easier to fly than the transport?* she asked after awhile.

"WEell, it's designed to be relatively simple," he said softly. "But | still think it will take me a
long time to figure it out. There are tutorials, but | doubt I'd be able to do much for usin a
pinch."

"A pinch?' she asked. "What do you mean by that?"

"WEell, there are all kinds of things that could go wrong," he said. "If we got caught in the
middle of abattle, or more likely if we ran into smugglers..." Hisvoice trailed off.

She stifled alittle whimper; it had never occurred to here that there might be predators out in
Space.

"Are we ever going to find a safe place?' she asked softly. He looked at her with surprise
written across his handsome face.

"Of course we are," he said. "There are all kinds of wonderful places out there. We just have
to decide which one is right for us. Then we'll sell this ship and build a new life for ourselves.
Well be able to do whatever we want."

"After we kill Jenner," she qualified, her voice soft.

"Of course," he said. He leaned toward her, taking her hands in his and looking into her eyes
intently. "I know that it's hard for you to understand, but | have to do this. This woman is
responsible for destroying my life and killing my sister.”

"Jess, has it ever occurred to you that she's just one cog in an entire system that killed your
sister?' she asked softly. "Y ou've told me that you were created on an Imperial slave farm, that
you were born into slavery. Isit really Jenner's fault that she happened to be the one who bought
you?'

"You have no idea what you're talking about,” he said abruptly. Something inside her
gparked at his condescending tone.
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"You're right," she snapped back. "I have no idea what it means to have lived my entire life
under someone else's control. | have no idea what it means to work your fingers to the bone and
get kicked for your efforts. And of course, I've never had to fear for my life."

The stunned look on his face was priceless, and without thought she burst into bitter
laughter. He frowned; she stood and walked out of the cockpit, shaking her head. Men. They
were all so arrogant. How dare he think she wasn't capable of understanding his anger? She just
didn't see the purpose in chasing one Pilgrim woman—however cruel—around the quadrant
when they had been given a chance to start over with their lives. It wasn't going to bring Calla
back.

She stalked down the corridor toward the suite of comfortable rooms that formed the bulk of
the small ship's living space. She'd noticed a console in there earlier; perhaps the ship had a
library. She needed a distraction.

%k k k%

Jess gazed after her as she left, utterly confused. How had he become the bad guy? How had
a conversation about his suffering ended with him feeling like such an ass?

Of course she knew what suffering was about, he thought angrily. How could she doubt that
he understood what kind of pain she had experienced? But her suffering was over; the men who
had hurt her were dead. She had her vengeance; it was easy for her to move on.

He couldn't just let Jenner get away with what she had done to destroy him and Calla. She
had sold him to the miners deliberately, he knew that. She'd wanted him dead; he knew too many
of her dirty little secrets. Sooner or later he would have embarrassed her. Still, he'd thought there
was more time.

He shook his head. No point in wishing he could go back. Calla was dead. Jenner had to
pay. It was simple enough, so why didn't Bethany understand? Damn woman.

He sat there for several more minutes, trying to concentrate on following the control board
as the auto-pilot propelled them to the edges of the system. Once they were good and clear, it
would initiate a jump through hyperspace. Not for the first time, he marveled at the technology
that made travel across the vast reaches of space possible.

But the computer couldn't hold his attention forever, and his thoughts kept turning back to
Bethany. She had been so upset when she left. He hated seeing her that way. He loved it when
her face turned to his with a smile. She had a special way of looking at him that made him feel as
if everything in the world was just right. When he came into a room she was always happy to see
him. She would jump up and run over to him, giving him kisses interspersed with a thousand
guestions about some new aspect of life outside the asteroid belt.

None of that life had been in her face when she'd left him. He shook his head and sighed,
leaning back in his chair. He needed to go and talk to her.

Leaving the auto-pilot to its mysterious tasks, he walked slowly down the corridor toward
their living quarters. For a small ship, it was extremely comfortable. Three sleeping chambers, a
sizeable fresher, living area and galley. There was even a small exercise room. Even more
amazing to him was that they owned this lovely little vessel. Between the ore shipment and
selling the freighter itself, they had done quite well financialy. He realized he probably had
more money at his disposal than Jenner did. It was a comforting thought. He entered the living
area. Bethany was sitting in the living area before the main data terminal. She had to have heard
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him walk in, but she ignored him. He came to stand behind her, studying what she was doing.
She seemed to be scrolling through a history text written in Basic.

"I didn't know whether you could read or not," he said.

She spoke curtly. "While the Pilgrim educational system is not particularly good, we do
learn to read," she said.

Damn, he'd said the wrong thing. Now she was even more offended.

"We also took Basic arithmetic and computer programming,” she said quieter. "It's fairly
difficult to live on a mining station filled with complex equipment like recyclers and our
hydroponics gardens without a little bit of education. Of course, I'm sure it's not up to your
standards.”

"I didn't mean to sound so insulting,” he said, bringing his hands up to rest them lightly
against her shoulders. She didn't respond, so he started to slowly knead. The muscles were tight
beneath his touch; she wasn't going to make this easy.

"I'm aso sorry about our discussion in the cockpit,” he said. "It was wrong of me to belittle
what you've been through. We're both survivors of slavery, just different kinds."

"I'm glad you realize that," she said. He continued kneading her shoulders, feeling some of
the tension leave her body. Against hiswill, he could feel himself growing aroused. The smell of
her hair wafted up toward him, and he inhaled deeply. A second later he wished he hadn't. His
pants were suddenly too tight and he shifted uncomfortably. She seemed to be completely
unaware of his arousal, continuing to scroll through the text before her. The silence between
them lengthened, and he shifted again.

"Will you accept my apology?’ he said finally. She shrugged her shoulders, and something
in him snapped. He needed her forgiveness. He swiveled her chair around and knelt before her.
Then he took each of her hands in his and looked directly into her face. She stared back, eyes
guestioning and a little surprised.

"I'm truly sorry,” he said softly. She nodded her head at him, and he smiled. Then leaning
forward, he kissed her gently on the lips.

It was a sweet kiss, amost passionless at first. At least on her part. His entire body clamored
for him to pull her down, to jump on her and take her. He fought the urge, knowing it would be a
terrible mistake. He wanted whatever happened between them next to come from her. He wanted
her to acknowledge what he said, to let him know she understood his meaning deep down inside.

He held back a surge of triumph as she leaned forward into the kiss, deepening it dlightly. It
was still soft, and both of their mouths were still closed. But she was responding, nuzzling at his
mouth just as he was nuzzling at hers.

They stayed that way for several minutes, and then he ended the kiss. He leaned his head
against her chest, reaching both arms around her slender form to pull her close. She was soft,
warm. His. He still wanted her, but that initial physical urgency had disappeared in a rush of
emotion. He didn't want to simply roll her beneath him, to take her body with his.

He wanted to be close to her. Bethany. Close to whatever it was about her that had scared
him so much a moment earlier when she hadn't wanted to talk to him.

Holding her made everything fedl right again.
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He could feel her fingersin his hair, stroking gently down, and then she kissed the top of his
head. She shivered, then pulled him tightly against her body. He could feel her shaking, and
pulled away to see what was wrong.

She was crying.
A feeling of helplessness washed over him, and he tucked himself back against her, stroking
her back in what he hoped was a comforting way.

"I'm so sorry,” he whispered. "I'm so sorry | hurt you. Please stop crying, Bethany. | won't
doit again, | promise."

That's not why I'm crying," she replied, her voice breaking. "I'm scared, Jess. What will we
do if this Jenner woman finds out you're following her? What if she's with other Pilgrims? They
might hurt you."

"l won't let them hurt me," he said.

"No?" she asked. "You think you're so powerful? It's a risk and you know it. Don't you
understand? We're free, Jess. We have money. We have time. There's nobody in the whole damn
universe who knows or cares where we're going. Why are we following this woman when we
could be making alife for ourselves?"

"Because | have to," he said, till holding her. "I have to do this, for my sister and for
myself."

"You aren't even sure where to find her," she said quietly. "There are a thousand places she
could be, amillion places. We could look for her the rest of our lives and never find her. Do you
really think your sister would want you to waste your freedom on some stupid quest for
revenge?"

He stayed silent, trying not to think of what Calla would say. Calla would agree with
Bethany, he knew it in his heart.

But Calla and Bethany were women. They needed protection from the harsh things of life,
couldn't possibly understand why he had to find Jenner, to kill her. Every time Bethany sniffled,
pain ripped through him. He hated this; hate the fact that she was suffering. He had to get her to
stop crying or he would end up crazy.

So helifted his head again, this time taking her mouth in a kiss that was completely different
from that he'd given her before. This was a kiss meant to seduce. He nibbled at her lips, ignoring
the salty taste of her tears, and she opened before him.

He pulled her entire body forward on the chair so that her breasts were pressing against his
chest and her legs wrapped around him. He dug his fingers into her hair, holding her still for his
touch, and as his tongue delved into her mouth, she whimpered. She shifted against him and his
cock leapt to attention. There was nothing new in that; it seemed like he'd had a full erection
since thefirst time he'd seen her. No matter how much they made love, it was never enough.

He pulled his mouth away, ignoring her little sigh of disappointment as the kiss ended. His
lips fell to her neck. There he traced the lines of her throat with one hand, each light touch
followed by akiss. He was filled with the realization of how special she was to him, how much
his happiness was intricately and inevitably wound up in hers. He didn't have any way to tell her
his feelings with words, though. He had to let his touch speak; he could only hope she would
understand.
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She whispered something as he kissed the hollow at the bottom of her throat, but he ignored
it. If she was telling him to stop, he didn't want to hear it. He had to show her how much she
meant to him, that they were made for each other.

She sighed and leaned back in the chair, allowing her arms to fall to one side. He took
advantage of the change by gently opening the front of her blouse. It was soft, silky. So different
from anything she'd worn on the Pilgrim station that he'd been concerned at fist that she wouldn't
likeit.

She had loved it, just as she loved all the new clothing he brought her. She treated each item
like an exquisite gift, though they were clothing any other woman would take for granted. She
took nothing for granted, he thought. It was just one more thing he loved about Bethany. She was
so very alive.

He kissed down the opening of her shirt, enjoying the feel of her breastsrising on either side
of his face. He moved down along the curve of one, dropping light kisses on it and nosing the
underside of the swell with infinite gentleness. She gasped, and he smiled. He did the same to the
other side, taking care not to touch her nipples. Indeed, fabric clung to them, twin points keeping
the silky fabric from falling away to either side. He sat back for a minute, just enjoying the sight
of her. She was spread before him wantonly, her face filled with nothing more than sheer
pleasure in the moment.

He reached up with both hands, cupping her breast lightly through the fabric, allowing it to
dlide back and forth across her nipples until she shivered. The tight tips pressed against his
fingers, and she arched her back in the chair.

He smiled, then pushed the cloth aside. Her breasts were so lovely. Not too large, but full
and round, gentle mounds topped with red nipples that cried out for some kind of attention from
him. He wouldn't leave them wanting, he vowed.

Leaning forward, he took one of them into his mouth, sucking it deeply. She gasped, and
raised one had to cup his head. He ignored her, moving back slowly until her nipple was free.
She whimpered a protest, but before she could do more, he started on the other nipple. Back and
forth he went, sucking deeply one time, flicking lightly with his tongue the next. She was
whimpering more and more, her lower body twisting in the chair. The time had come to move to
the next level, he thought with satisfaction. Soon she would be screaming for him.

Careful not to break the sensual spell that had come over them, he trailed one finger down
across her stomach, pausing only briefly at her navel, then did it beneath the loose waistband of
the silky pants that matched her top. She had loved this particular outfit immediately, he
remembered with a smile. It was sensual and modern, but also similar to what she had worn most
her life. The pants were full, almost as full as a skirt, and they flowed around her as she walked
like a bright river. She had laughed at herself when she'd first seen herself wearing them in a
mirror, but she looked beautiful.

The ache in his cock grew stronger; a damp spot appeared between her legs. She wanted him
almost as much as he wanted her, he though in satisfaction. For one second he was tempted to
simply rip the pants off and pull her down.

No.
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This was about giving her pleasure, showing her how much she meant to him, he reminded
himself. Beside that, she would be upset if he ripped the pants, he thought with a grin. No matter
that athousand other women owned pants just like them, they were preciousto her.

Instead, he allowed his fingers to reach down past the elastic, pulling it lower as he went.
There it was, the forest of dark brown curls that marked her most private place. He touched her
there, fingers growing damp as her moisture washed over him. There was her clit, atiny piece of
flesh that had the power to give so much pleasure that the world was hardly big enough to
contain it. He rubbed one finger against it, feeling the slick flesh glide smoothly over the rough
skin of hisfinger. Above him, she shivered. Oh, she liked that all right.

He rubbed it again, this time pressing still lower between her legs, finding the folds of her
labia and nudging them apart. Instinctively, her legs parted for him, giving him greater access.
He dropped his head to her stomach, kissing it softly and trailing his tongue into the small
indentation that marked its center. He dlid his fingers into her body, resting his cheek against her
stomach for a moment as the sheer need to be inside her nearly overwhelmed him. He froze,
willing his unruly cock to behave. Thiswas about her, not him.

When he felt like he was back in command of his own senses, he dlid the finger in again,
allowing a second digit to join it. Tenderly, he rubbed back and forth, moving in and out of her
body with great care, as if she were some rare and precious porcelain he was afraid of breaking.
The image brought a smile to his face. She was rare and precious, but she wouldn't break. Not
easily, he knew that for certain. How many women could have survived what she had, and with
such courage?

He kissed her again, and then he trailed more kisses down her belly. He pulled his hand out
from her pants, allowing the waistband to slide back up, then kissed down over the soft fabric.
She shivered, and then he was at the spot between her legs where his fingers had teased her just
seconds earlier. He pressed forward with his tongue, clearly outlining her clitoris through the
silk, and she gasped.

"Jess, you're going to kill me," she whispered.
He didn't reply, stiffening his tongue and centering it on her clit instead. She twisted against

him so he brought both hands up to her hips to steady her. He wasn't going to let anything
interfere with her pleasure, not now. Not when she was so close.

Inhaling her scent deeply, he set back to work on her clit. At first the fabric between them
seemed a barrier, but as it grew wetter, it provided a delicious friction between them. Every tiny,
perfect strand of silk massaged her clit as he moved. She bucked against him, silently begging
him for more.

He renewed his efforts, determined to bring her to orgasm with only his tongue. He stabbed
her with it again and again until her hands gripped the back of his head, pulling him closer to her
body. She was shaking and gasping; she had to be close. Now to bring her over the edge.

Without warning, he let go of her hips and reached down under her legs. He pulled her lower
body forward off the chair, slinging her legs over his shoulders and grinding her clit into his face.
She gave out alow moan as he sucked her clit, still encased in the fabric, deeply into his mouth.
Her hips heaved against him violently. He sucked again, working her with his tongue and
rubbing his nose against her mound. She twisted, then exploded in his arms with a gutteral cry

He could feel the orgasm in her legs as they stiffened and clenched his head. He could fedl it
in the moisture that flooded his mouth, too, so much that it easily saturated the silk and filled his
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mouth. He continued sucking her, more gently now, as the waves of pleasure washed over her
and she slowly relaxed. Then he eased her legs back over his shoulders and lowered her to the
chair.

Putting his arms back around her waist, he cuddled against her, enjoying the rushing of her
blood and the pounding of her heart beneath his ear. It was a beautiful thing to hold his woman,
he thought to himself. A beautiful thing indeed.

After afew moments she leaned forward, kissing him gently on the head.

"Thank you," she whispered.

Without pausing to think, he spoke. "Bethany, | love you," he said. "l don't want to fight
with you, | only want to be with you and share pleasure with you."

She grew still.
"I love you, too, Jess," she said quietly. "I've loved you for along time, | think."

"Thank you," he whispered. He took a deep breath, then lifted her up and carried her into the
bedroom. Her arms wrapped around his neck and she cuddled into him. He loved it when she
held him like that. It made him feel so strong, asif she depended on him for everything.

Asif she would never leave him.

He lay her down on the bed, following her down and kissing her long and slow. Thistime it
would be for both of them. He dropped his hand between her legs, and she whimpered. She
bucked against him, pushing his lower body back. He pulled his hips away, confused at first.
Comprehension dawned as she used the extra space to slither out of her pants. Then she wrapped
both legs up and around his waist.

Hetore hislips free of hers, and they both gasped for air.

"Jess, let me this time," she said. He nodded, and together they rolled to the center of the
bed. Now Bethany was on top of him, straddling him. He reached up and dlid the fabric off her
shoulders. Her breasts heaved as she drew her breath in. Her face was soft, then a little smile
stole across it. A wicked gleam came into her eyes and without warning her fingers dug into his
side, tickling him viciously.

He howled, bucking against her body in protest. She simply laughed, and tickled him harder.
They wrestled together, fighting for control, and finally she wound up beneath him again. She
grinned up at him unrepentantly.

"Why did you do that?' he demanded. She laughed breathlessly.

"Because you were looking just alittle bit too smug for your own good.”

He shook his head, then leaned down to kiss her. Again she started tickling him, and this
time managed to buck him off. He fell to one side, completely surprised by her second attack.
She jumped up, kneeling on the bed and laughing at his startled look. Caught in the moment, he
laughed back, unable to control himself. She was so adorable. Bethany was his woman—naked,
completely free of guile.

He started crawling slowly toward her, and she inched backward.

"Think you can catch me?' she asked archly.

"Oh, | know | can catch you," he replied with a grin. "The only question | have is what I'm
going to do with you once | have you. | think you need to be punished.”
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Her grin faltered. For a moment her lower lip trembled, then she whispered in a frightened
voice, "Jess, please don't hurt me."

Stunned, he stopped and stared in dawning horror.

"Bethany, | would never hurt you," he said softly. She looked deep into his eyes, holding
him with her gaze. He didn't even see the pillow until it hit him in the face, knocking him to one
side.

"Gotcha," she shrieked, breaking into new peals of laughter. He growled and scrambled after
her. Now she would really pay.

He caught her from behind, just as she reached the edge of the bed. He pulled her naked
body back against his, shuddering as she came into contact with his aroused cock. Time to show
her who was in charge, he thought.

Reaching between them, he loosened his pants and shoved them down. Then he thrust into
her wet opening and they both moaned.

"Damn, Jess," she muttered. "You don't do it half way, do you?'
"Nope," hereplied. "Thisiswhat you get for tricking me like that."

"I guess I've been very bad,” she said lightly. She wiggled her butt against him, and he
groaned. "You'd better punish me."

"Witch."
She gave a bright, tinkling laugh and deliberately squeezed him deep inside.

Gripping her waist tightly, he started moving back and forth, roughly delving deep into her
body with each motion.

She was hot and dlick for him, pushing back against him in a rocking motion that took his
breath away. He tried to reach down between them, to touch her clit, but he couldn't quite make
it. Fortunately she didn't seem to care or notice; even as he felt a fine sheen of sweat coat his
body, he could see the flesh of her back starting to shine. Every part of him seemed centered on
the point where they connected. Her flesh enclosed him time and again, squeezing him until he
felt like screaming. The need to let loose in her, to alow his seed to shoot out, was almost
painful initsintensity. But he wasn't ready yet; he didn't want to come until she did. Thiswas for
both of them, he reminded himself.

She grunted now, little pants of sound that escaped her mouth every time their bodies
slapped together. Their movements grew jerkier, every motion a struggle toward that pinnacle
that awaited them. Jess gritted his teeth, holding back the release. Not yet.

Her groans turned into whimpers, then every muscle in her body clenched, including those
surrounding his cock. She gave a high-pitched wail, and he lost control. Seed exploded out of
him into her body; his fingers clutched her so tightly he knew there would be bruises later. He
closed his eyes, threw back his head, and allowed the waves of orgasm to engulf both of them.
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Chapter Fourteen
Berengaria Space Port, Three Months Later

Bethany looked at Jess in disgust.

"I can't believe you're doing this," she said. "I have never given you any reason to believe |
intend to leave you. For love of the Goddess, | don't even know how to survive on my own. Can't
you just trust me for once?"

They were sitting in the living area, having reached their sixth destination. It was a small
planet, but one where Jess knew Jenner had friends. Or at least business partners. He'd decided
from the first that they'd start with known associates and go from there.

Jess turned his head, refusing to look at her.

"I can't be out there looking for Jenner and worrying about you at the same time," he said,
pulling on a boot with quick and rough motions. "Thisis a strange port, and a dangerous one. If |
know you're safe, I'll be safe.”

"I'll be safe aslong as | stay on the ship, right?' she asked tartly. "But you don't trust me to
stay on the ship by myself."

He didn't reply. Instead, he stood and pulled on a jacket made of dark leather he'd purchased
it in the last port. His hair was pulled back with another strip of the same leather, tied neatly at
his nape. It was quite long now, reaching nearly half way down his back. She watched him
thoughtfully, realizing he hadn't cut it since his escape from the mining camp. Was that on
purpose; was it part of a disguise? He dlipped a knife—the same one he'd used to cut her hair
with that fateful day of the rebellion—into a scabbard in his boot and stood. She shivered and
hugged herself. He looked quietly menacing, a different man from the Jess who shared her bed
and laughed with her.

"You'll be fine here while I'm gone," he said. "There's plenty of food and we're hooked into
the planetary 'net. There's enough credit on deposit with the port for you to order anything you
need."

"Except my freedom."

"Except that," he said. "But don't worry, if something happens to me they'll come to check
on you in three days. I've already made the arrangements.”

"Thanks," she said tightly.

"I suppose a kiss goodbye is out of the question?' he asked.

"Good guess,” she said, turning away from him.

Bethany fumed as he strode out of the ship. Once again, she was locked into their living
guarters. Once again he had chosen not to trust her, despite the fact that she had done nothing to

betray that trust. She hadn't even considered leaving him, yet he insisted on locking her in like a
wayward child.

She stood and walked over to the data terminal, idly flicking on the port information
channel. It looked like a horrible place, she thought. Certainly not the kind of place that would
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tempt anyone bent on escape. Barengaria had only been settled for two centuries, and the air was
not yet breathable. The entire population lived in a series of domes, venturing outside only long
enough to tend the machinery which ran a string of chemical plants. Some day, in another two or
three hundred years, the entire planet would be suitable for farming. Billions of people would
have food to eat because of the work being done in this port. But for now, it was still a hell-hole.

She flicked through several more information channels, then took a deep breath. She was
feeling sick to her stomach again. Lately it seemed like she was sick al the time, although she'd
tried to hide it from Jess. She knew he would worry about her, but she was fine. It was just a
little stomach trouble.

Standing carefully, she made her way into the fresher and knelt before the waste unit. Within
seconds it came. A flood of vomit rushed out of her, sickening her further with its smell. Usually
it stopped with that, but this time it was worse. Her stomach heaved again and again, and
resentment for Jess' lack of trust built in her. The stress of being locked up every time they came
into port was probably responsible for her illness.

Two hours later she wasn't so sure. She had never felt so sick in her life. She had long run
out of anything to vomit, yet the heaves kept coming. Shaking and weak, she stood up and
stumbled out into the main room. Time to consult the auto-doc; this was ridiculous.

The complex machine was located in a closet-sized storage area between two of the
bedrooms. Neither of them had used it, although Jess had pointed it out to her not long after they
first came onto the ship. Fortunately, it was designed to be simple to operate. There were a series
of instructions with pictures detailing how to turn it on. She followed them and was rewarded
when the unit blinked to life and a cool voice asked, "How may | help you?"

"I'm feeling sick,” she said. "I've been vomiting.”
"Please disrobe and seat yourself in the unit for an examination,” the voice replied. A panel

did open, revealing a reclining chair/bed. She slid out of her clothing and climbed into it
carefully, feeling somewnhat intimidated.

As soon as she was seated, the voice spoke again.

"I will now close the panel door and begin the examination,” the voice said. "Please lie back
and relax. | will need to take several tissue samples. A sleeve will now enclose your right arm,
facilitating this."

Before she had time to protest, her arm was wrapped in a metal sleeve. The lights dimmed,

and soothing music started to play. She hardly noticed as the panel slid shut, enclosing her fully
within the unit.

Her seat reclined back and she noticed a tangy scent in the air. Then she was drifting to
sleep. Her last thought was a vague hope that Jess wouldn't come back while she was still in
here. HE'd probably think she ran away ...

*k k k%

Bethany yawned and stretched. Strange, her bed didn't feel like it usualy did. There was
music playing, too.

"Please remain in the examination chair until you are fully awake,” a smooth, emotionless
voice said. Her eyes popped open; she tried to remember where she was. In the auto-doc. She
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shifted, and felt slight discomfort in several places. What had the damned thing done to her while
she was out?

"I have your examination results,” the auto-doc said. "All system functions appear to be
normal and within regular parameters. Fetal system functions are normal as well."

"Fetal?' she asked, growing suddenly still. "Are you saying I'm pregnant?"

"Pregnancy is confirmed," the machine replied. "Fetus age is estimated at six weeks."
"How isthat possible?' she asked. The machine hummed for a second, then spoke again.
"Please refine question.”

"How isit that | am pregnant?"

"Pregnancy appears to be the result of sexual intercourse, although further examination
would be required to rule out artificial insemination,” the machine responded. She burst out
laughing.

"I know how people get pregnant,” she said after a moment, wiping her eyes. She felt light-
headed, out of breath. She raised one hand to her stomach, trying to feel something. Everything
was just as it dways was. She frowned, trying to remember her last menstrual period. When had
it been?

"I had been under the impression that | was infertile," she said finally.

"Nothing in my tests indicates that you have ever been infertile,” the auto-doc replied
emotionlessly. "The diagnosis was incorrect.”

The diagnosis was incorrect. But how? So many years she and Avram had lived together.
He'd had children with his previous wives; why not her?

She sighed, realizing she would probably never have an answer to that question. Moving
creakily, sherolled out of the chair and stepped out of the auto-doc.

Pulling on her clothing, everything seemed unreal. She was going to have a baby. Jess' baby.
It was so amazing, so beautiful that she felt like crying. She drifted out into the main room,
wanting to tell him. Wanting to tell someone, anyone, about the miracle taking place in her belly.

Unfortunately, she was still completely alone.

Unable to contain herself, she wrapped both arms around her body and whooped, squeezing
herself tightly. If only he was here. They would hold each other, talk about the child. Would it be
a boy or a girl, she wondered? Would it look like him? She rubbed her stomach again, mind
filling with possibilities. This was so much better than anything she could have imagined; they
would have a child together. Perhaps more than one. Neither of them had ever had areal family,
but they would make one now.

This chasing of Jenner had to end, though. They needed to find a place to live, a way to
support themselves. He kept insisting that they had plenty of money, but she wasn't so sure. It
couldn't last forever. Beside that, it was one thing to traipse half-way across known space in
search of vengeance with only themselves to think of; it was quite another to drag a child around
like that. They didn't even have the kinds of supplies they would need for a baby. She wanted a
home of some sort, a real home. And a real doctor, she thought darkly. There was no way she
wanted that talking closet to examine her baby, let alone deliver it.

She and Jess were going to have a talk when he got back. He needed to choose. He'd get
either his revenge or her, not both. She had to get firm with him because it wasn't just about the
two of them any more.
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Jess stalked across the port, bitter anger seeping from every pore of his body. She had been
here. Just days earlier she'd left; hed been so close to her that he could still smell her foul,
unwashed body with every breath he took. Bitch.

At least he had a good lead, though. There was no way she'd get away from him this time.
She was headed to Jezra, and from there to Karos, the Pilgrim homeworld. He had to catch her
before she left Jezra, though. Karos crawled with Pilgrims, and the last thing he wanted to do
was surround himself with more of those foul snakes.

He caught a shuttle out to the pad where the ship was docked. It had taken him less than a
day to track down his information; hopefully Bethany wasn't going to be too angry with him,
although he wasn't betting on it. He could understand her feelings; of all people, he knew what it
felt like to lose one's freedom. He hated being contained, subject to the will of another. But the
thought of her leaving him made his heart clench. She told him she wouldn't do it. She assured
him again and again, but he couldn't bring himself to trust her completely. He wanted to, but he
couldn't quite do it. If he was wrong, the penalty was simply too high.

The transport latched on to the ship's airlock, and a moment later he stepped inside. There
was a slight whooshing noise as it cycled shut, and then he entered the main corridor. It only
took a few strides to reach the locked living quarters and open the door. She jumped up, her face
glowing and excited. He paused, confused and immediately suspicious. Why was she so happy to
see him? Usually she was spitting mad after he'd locked her up.

"Jess," she called, running up to him. She grabbed both of his hands with hers, and squeezed
them. "I have wonderful news, Jess. We're going to have a baby. I'm pregnant.”

He froze, completely shocked. Her lovely green eyes, bright with hope and excitement,
looked up at him expectantly, and the meaning of her words filtered through his consciousness.
They were going to have a baby.

He pulled her close, kissing her. She was laughing, and to his shock he realized moisture
was collecting in his eyes. Then he pulled her up into his arms and swung her around, whooping.
A baby. A little piece of him and Bethany.

She shrieked with laughter and pounded against him until he set her down, and they leaned
against each other breathlessly.

"How long?" he asked.

"The auto-doc says I'm six weeks along," she said. "That gives us plenty of time to find a
placeto live."

He nodded, mind moving quickly.

"It will only take a few more weeks to track down Jenner,” he said. "I've already been
thinking about where we should..." His voice trailed off as he realized she had stiffened in his
arms.

"Jess, you haveto give this up," she said softly.
"What do you mean?"

"Y ou have to give up this hunt you're on," she said. Her eyes searched his anxiously. "We're
going to have a child, Jess. Taking care of that child has to be our primary responsibility."

Some of the joy faded as he realized what she was saying.
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"Bethany, | know where Jenner is," he said. "She's on her way to Jezra; she only left a few
days ago. All we have to do is go there and get her. Then we'll be free."

"We're free aready,” she said, shaking her head. "If we keep chasing after her, who knows
how much longer it will take."

"Two weeks," he repeated. "All we need is two more weeks."

"Y ou thought she would be here," Bethany countered. "Y ou swore to me that she would be
here, that we'd be finished with this by now. You have no way of knowing whether shell be
there or not, do you?"

"If she's not there then she'll be on Karos."

"Karos?' Bethany exclaimed, her tonerising in distress. "That's half way across the Empire.
I've been studying, you know. | know where things are. It's also the Pilgrim homeworld. You'll
have no way of getting to her there. You'll stick out; they'll catch you immediately. Thereis no
way I'll alow you to take me to Karos'

"You don't allow me to do anything," he said, his emotions twisting and turning so quickly
he could hardly keep up. "I'm the one in charge. Y ou do what | say."

She stood back from him, both hands planted on her hips.

"Are you prepared to be a father to this child?' she asked. "Because if you are, then you
have no business following some damn stupid quest for revenge. You'll get yourself killed, and
then where will we be? Where will your child be?’

He shook his head, forcibly restraining himself from reaching out and shaking her. She just
didn't understand. He had to find Jenner. He had to make her pay for what she'd done to him, to
Calla; if he didn't, she would haunt him forever.

"I see you're more interested in getting your revenge than taking care of your family,"
Bethany said quietly, her face bleak. She turned and walked away from him. He strode after her,
grabbing her arm. She stiffened, glaring at him until he let her go.

"I would prefer to sleep in one of the other rooms tonight,” she said. "I've been feeling sick,
and | think we'd both be more comfortable that way."

She was lying; she just wanted to get away from him. He opened his mouth to disagree with
her, then closed it slowly. She was right. It was better to take a little time and let their emotions
cool off. They could discuss things again in the morning. He had too much to think about right
now, and the last thing he wanted to do was say something he'd regret.

Nodding abruptly, he turned away from her. She disappeared into one of the rooms, and he
wandered over to the kitchen to grab some food. His thoughts moved at a thousand miles per
second. There was a baby growing in her belly, his baby. They were going to be afamily.

His frustration fled before the thought, and a silly grin came across his face. Grabbing a
meat roll, he wandered into his room and flopped down on the bed.

He was going to be a daddy. Life was good.

* k k k%

Bethany sat and brushed her hair. Again and again she pulled the brush through the brown
locks, the childhood ritual comforting in its familiarity. It was much shorter now, a remnant of
what she'd once had. She smiled wryly, remembering how afraid she'd been when Jess had
whipped out that enormous knife and cut her free with it. She knew now he would never
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deliberately hurt her, at least not physically. She'd thought he was going to kill her back then, but
what he'd done instead was far more devious. HeEd made her fall in love with him and now he
was ripping her heart out.

She had been patient with his quest. She didn't like chasing Jenner, but she liked being with
Jess. She understood he had his demons to lay to rest. But it wasn't just about her anymore—it
was about their baby. After the first euphoria of discovery had worn off earlier that afternoon,
she'd given her situation a lot of thought. She knew how determined Jess was to find and kill
Jenner. She also knew that she and her child wouldn't be safe on such a quest, especidly if that
guest led them to Karos. She'd given him his chance to accept the baby and give up his hatred,
but he had thrown in back in her face.

She was going to have to leave him.

A traitorous part of her mind whispered at her to stay, to give him another chance. After all,
he might be right. Jenner might be at the next port they visited. Or she might not be there. Then
what? They would go on to Karos, the root of all Pilgrim activity. Just the thought of it made her
shiver in horror. He was almost sure to be captured there, and if he were captured, she would be,
too. She would probably live; they would see value in a pregnant woman. But there was no way
she'd risk such a life for her child, not after she'd seen what the other options were. She was
going to have her baby in freedom. Her baby wouldn't grow up to be a Pilgrim no matter what
she had to do, no matter how painful it would be.

Standing, she pulled her hair back out of the way and fastened it carefully. She stood,
stretched, and took a minute to breath deeply, calming herself for the task ahead. She already had
what she needed hidden in one of the drawers. It only took a second to get it out and dlide it into
her pocket.

She opened the door and stepped into the main room. As she suspected, he had aready gone
to bed. He had to be tired after his hunt; he always was. That, combined with the sedative she'd
dribbled over his meat rool, would be enough to weaken him. She took another deep breath and
forced a calm smile on to her face. Time to face him.

She opened the door to the suite they usually shared. A small, dim light glowed against one
of the walls. He had fixed it there for her, she remembered painfully. One night she'd tried to go
to the fresher and tripped. He hadn't mentioned it beyond checking to see if she was al right, but
the next night the little light had been glowing. He was so thoughtful of her needs. How was it
that he could be oblivious to the fact that his woman and child needed him now?

She shook her head, pushing the thoughts away. Time to focus on her task.
He was lying in bed, apparently asleep, but as she approached his eyes cracked open.

"Bethany?' he asked. He reached out one arm for her, struggling to sit up. Her heart
clenched again.

"Yes, it'sme," she said softly, coming to sit next to him. He tried to sit up again but couldn't.

"Sorry, I'm just so tired,"” he whispered, voice trailing off. "I don't know why | feel this
way."

"Don't worry," she said. "It's all going to be fine." she leaned over and kissed him on the
lips. Then, before she could change her mind, she dipped the air-syringe the auto-doc had
prepared to her specifications earlier and pressed it against his upper arm. Confusion registered
in his eyes as it pierced his skin, but the sedative was fast acting. Within seconds he was
completely out.



Joanna Wylde Price of Freedom 128

To her disgust, she could feel tears welling up in her traitorous eyes. She didn't want to leave
him like this. She didn't want to leave him at all. Y ou don't have a choice, she reminded herself.
It's not about you any more; it's about the baby.

Quickly, she left the room and retrieved the small bag she'd packed earlier. She'd put her
time at the data terminal to good use. She already knew the time and place of departure for the
Grandal, a freighter bound deep into Saurellian territory. It would be slow but safe. Jess had
never bothered hiding his stash of credit vouchers from her, so money was no issue. She pawed
through the pile of vouchers, trying to decide how much she should take. She wanted to leave
him plenty to continue his quest, but at the same time she had to be sure there was enough money
for her and the baby. Finally she simply scooped half into her bag, hoping it would be enough.
She didn't really know how much things cost anyway, she realized. She had so much to learn it
was frightening at times.

Stepping through the door of the living area into the main corridor, she made her way
quickly to the cockpit. This was the hard part—she'd seen him call out on the radio severa times,
but she wasn't even quite sure how to turn the thing on. She fiddled with several dials and knobs
before a soft voice spoke.

"Thisisthe ship's computer. May | be of assistance?"

She jumped, then laughed nervously. How silly she was. The computer would call a
transport for her.

"I need atransport to the Grandal," she said. "Can you arrange that?"

"Certainly," the computer said. It fell silent, although several lights on the flickering display
flashed. "Transportation has been arranged. Please go to the airlock and | will inform you when
transportation arrives."

"Thank you," she said, running one hand over her hair nervously. It was so strange to be
leaving the ship without Jess. She just hoped she was able to take care of herself.

Don't be a ninny, she thought firmly. Of course she would be able to take care of herself.
She didn't have a choice; the baby needed her.

She left the cockpit and walked down to the airlock. The wait seemed to last forever. Was
something wrong? She kept looking nervously toward the door to the living quarters, a part of
her expecting Jess to burst out any minute. That was ridiculous, of course. He would be asleep
for at least twenty-four hours. The auto-doc had assured her of it.

A green light lit up over the hatch, and the computer spoke to her again.

"Ground transportation has arrived,” it said. " Please proceed into the airlock."

The door dlid open. Taking a deep breath, she stepped through it.
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Chapter Fifteen
Two Months Later

Bethany stretched wearily, and pulled the last of her possessions out of the small storage
locker she'd been assigned after booking passage on the Grandal. It was a good thing she hadn't
brought much with her, she thought wryly. She looked at her bunk, one of twenty in the cramped
room, and sighed in relief. After two months of travel she was finally going to be getting off the
decrepit old freighter that had taken her away from Jess. She'd had no idea space travel could be
that slow and uncomfortable.

Just thinking of his name was enough to make tears well up in her eyes. It disgusted her, this
emotional weakness that seemed to come with pregnancy. Not only was she desperately lonely
for Jess, she was an emotional wreck. According to what she'd read, such emotiona upheaval
was normal during pregnancy, but that didn't make it any easier. Not by along shot.

She went down to the holding area, mingling with a mixed group of fellow passengers and
ship's crew. None of them spoke with each other. The crew kept to themselves, and the
passengers were al there for the same reason. They'd been desperate to get away from
Barengaria and didn't have enough money to travel like civilized beings. She suspected that more
than a few of them might even be on the run. It wasn't a situation that led naturally to comradely
feelings.

They stood silently, waiting for the next shuttle to the surface of Vlaxon, a small,
agricultural planet that was next on the Grandal's slow run of borderline worlds. The population
wasn't huge, but she hoped it was large enough for a woman to lose herself in. According to one
of her fellow passengers, there was often seasonal work available in the fields. Having never
been out in the open on a planet before, she wasn't sure how she felt about that. Would the sky be
frightening to her? Or would it be exciting, atime of new discovery? Either way, she had to have
a job, had to find a way to feed her child. If she had fears, she'd get over them, she thought
grimly.

The light over the airlock turned green, and the doors leading into the shuttle opened. They
al stood back as a group of planetary officials came out. One of them, a tall woman with bright
red hair in agray uniform, spoke.

"May | have your attention,” she called out. "Before we alow you to enter the shuttle and
descend to the surface, we will need to see your paperwork. There will be a more extensive
interview down below before you can leave the area of the spaceport. Please form a single line
starting here."

She drew aline on the floor with her shoe, and they obediently lined up.

Bethany shuffled into place with the rest of them, suddenly anxious that her new identity
wouldn't hold up. The woman hardly bothered to glance at it when her turn came, waving her

through quickly enough. Bethany entered the shuttle and found a seat. It was good to be leaving
the freighter, she reminded herself. Deep down inside, she was terrified.
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When the shuttle was full, the doors closed and they pulled away from the ship. There were
no windows, but the pull of gravity as they came into the atmosphere told its own story. The
shuttle was moving very quickly, indeed.

Ten minutes later they were on the ground, and she stood. Time to see her new home.

Disappointingly enough, she didn't walk out of the shuttle into a wide, open vista of sky.
Instead she found herself in a corridor, constructed of the same metal that could be found in a
thousand ships. Everything looked the same asit did on the space station.

She followed the crowd of people down the hallway. The closer they got to the end, the
louder the noise grew. The sounds of the port were starting to envelop them. A hundred
merchants all vied for attention at the same time. Advertisements, holographic and flat screen,
flashed out at her from the walls and ceilings. She could feel a headache growing behind her
eyes—it was all too much. Agricultural planet or not, this space port was just as noisy as the one
on Discovery Station.

The end of the corridor was upon her. Her companions of the last two weeks moved quickly,
dispersing in different directions, never to be seen again. Everything seemed a bit unreal. She
stood, trying to decide which direction to go, when someone grabbed her arm.

"Hello Bethany," Jess said quietly. She stiffened, turning to look at him. What was he doing
here? How had he found her?

"I'm glad | caught up to you," he said, his voice a menacing whisper. She looked into his
beloved face and her heart froze. He was angry, terribly angry. Far angrier than she' ever seen
before, which was saying alot.

"Jess, what you are doing here?' she whispered, swaying with shock. He smiled at her,
baring histeeth like some kind of feral animal.

"I'm here to pick up something that belongs to me” he said. "Something that was
misplaced.”

She shivered and he laughed. The noise had nothing to do with amusement.

"Don't look so afraid,” he said. "I'm not going to hurt you. | was afool to trust you before; |
won't make that mistake again. Come with me."

He turned, pulling her along behind him as if she weighed nothing. She tried to pull back
and he stopped abruptly, dragging her close to his body.

"You will follow me and you will keep quiet,” he said with cold menace. "If you do
anything to draw attention to us, | swear to you you'll regret it. Do | make myself clear?' she
nodded, eyes wide. He had made himself very clear.

They moved through the concourse, surrounded by the sights and smells of a thousand
worlds. She didn't bother to look around. It was all too confusing and frightening. Just imagining
how and why Jess was here made her head hurt. He turned down another corridor, similar to the
one she'd arrived on but much smaller. They reached the end and joined a short line of people.
Jess pulled her close to his body, wrapping one arm tightly around her waist. His face leaned in
to her ear and he whispered,” Behave."

She nodded, but he didn't reply. Instead he kept his head lowered to hers, inhaling deeply as
if drinking in her scent. She could feel his warmth around her, feel the strength of his arms
flexing through his shirt. Desire for him flickered to life, dancing along her nerves, and she
gritted her teeth.
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It wasn't enough that he caught her, she thought in disgust. Her traitorous body had to want
him, too. It wasn't fair.

They entered the shuttle and took a place toward the back. A small console on the back of
the seat before them lit up, and Jess leaned over, punching information into it.

"This will take us back to our ship,” he said. "The trip will take a while because they'll be
going to several other shipsfirst. | don't want to hear aword out of you while we're here.”

She nodded, sitting back in the seat and waiting. A tone buzzed; it was time for launch. She
braced herself as the gravity pressed her back in her seat, swallowing nervoudly. It hadn't taken
her long to decide that she didn't like this particular part of traveling.

The trip was slow and grueling. Tension grew between them with every stop. By the time
they reached the ship, she as ailmost grateful for an excuse to move; anything was better than
sitting with him in this horrible silence.

The people around them seemed oblivious to their private battle. What would happen if she
called out to them for help, she wondered? Would they care? What would she say?

If she told the truth, Jess might be charged with kidnapping, assuming that was a crime here.
She couldn't allow that to happen, she thought quickly. She wanted to protect him.

"We're the next stop,” he said finaly. A few minutes later the transport gave a small
shudder, and they locked on to a dock. Jess stood, waiting for her to go ahead of him. She did so,
keeping her eyes down. She didn't want to look around, didn't want to watch the people around
her as she blushed in humiliation.

They walked out into a small docking station. It was little more than a waiting area, with
several long corridors leading off in every direction.

"The ship is out at the end of concourse seven,” Jess said, taking her arm. His grip was firm,
as if he expected her to run. Not likely, she thought. There was nothing here, nowhere to go.
They walked quickly down the corridor, passing severa airlocks. Finally he stopped in front of
one, inserting a small card into the command box. Seconds later the door whisked open. He
pulled her in after him, and then they entered the ship.

"Living quarters,” he grated out, nodding his head abruptly to indicate where he wanted her
to go. She ducked her head and did as he said. He had changed things, she realized as soon as she
stepped inside. The furniture had been moved to accommodate something new, an enclosure
made out of translucent bars running from floor to ceiling.

A cage. Right in the main room.

"Where did that come from?" she asked, shocked into stopping, He pushed her forward, one
hand against her back.

"Y ou aren't seriously expecting meto go in there," she asked. "Y ou can't!"
"Only when | can't be here to watch you," he said, his voice completely void of emotion.

"That's horrible,” she said, feeling suddenly panicky. "You can't expect me to do that. |
won't."

"Y ou don't have achoice," he said. "Sit down." He gestured to the couch. She turned on him,
and for a moment she considered attacking him, biting him, anything to get away. His gaze was
cold and steady, his muscular arms flexed. He seemed to read her mind.

"Don'ttry it,"” he said. "You'll regret it."
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She turned and walked over to the couch, trying to compose herself. She wasn't going to get
out of this one. Her luck was finally up, she realized. Whatever softness she had seen in Jess
before appeared to be gone.

"How did you find me?"

"WEell, you left several clues,” he said in a sarcastic tone. "Among other things, you used the
ship's computer to call for transport, and asked it to take you to the Grandal. That was my first
clue. That, and it was the only ship leaving the planet at that time."

"And your ship was faster," she said, filled with understanding. How could she have been so
stupid? Catching her had been child's play for him, she thought in disgust. "Why did you come
after me, Jess?'

For the first time, some of that cold anger left his face. He looked alittle surprised.

"What did you think | would do?" he asked.

"I thought you would go after Jenner. By chasing me here you may have lost track of her."

"I'll find her eventually," he replied coldly. "But | couldn't just let you go traipsing off. You
have no survival skills. You'd end up dead or endaved at thisrate.”

She lifted her chin defiantly.

"I don't think you're giving me enough credit,’ she said. "I didn't just take off without a plan,
you know. | did my research. | certainly had enough time trapped alone on the ship to do it," she
added bitterly.

"And just what was this brilliant plan?' he asked, sneering. "And what about my child? How
did he factor into your thinking? Or were you going to get rid of him?"

"I would never do that!" she gasped, one hand rising to cover her stomach protectively.
"What kind of monster do you think | am?"

"The kind who would stab a man with a hypodermic while he's sleeping,” he said.

"I did what | had to do to escape,” she countered. "Y ou of all people should understand that.
Y ou've had a bit of experience doing it yourself."

He didn't reply, instead pinning her with a dark, steady look that made her want to drop her
eyes. She forced herself to meet his gaze. She wasn't ashamed of what she'd done.

"Why did you do it?" he asked finally. "I thought you were happy with me. Y ou told me you
loved me. Was dl that alie to get meto let down my guard?"

She stood and paced across then room, filled with sudden anger. She forced herself to take
several deep breaths, trying to regain her calm before replying to him.

"You are such an ass," she finally said, her voice controlled and tight with suppressed
emotion. "I am pregnant. We are going to have a child. Do you understand what that means?'

"It means we're going to have a child,” he said, voice smooth. "I thought you were happy
about that. Y ou certainly seemed happy enough when you first told me about it."

"I am happy about it," she said, shaking her head in disgust. "As far as I'm concerned it's a
miracle. | never thought | would be lucky enough to have a child. But you don't seen to be
prepared to give us a fresh start. | don't want to go through this pregnancy as your prisoner. |
don't want to go through this traipsing around looking for some old Pilgrim woman who hurt you
and your sister. You have to let this go; we have alife to build together. It isn't just about us any
more. It's about the baby. He or she deserves more than this! Can't you understand that?"
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He stayed quiet for amoment, then spoke.

"Jenner would be dead by now if you hadn't run away," he said. "This would all be a moot
point."

"Jenner is not the problem,” she said coldly, infusing every bit of the anger and hurt she'd
felt into her voice. "You are. You won't let me off the ship. You don't even tell me what world
we're on half the time. Y ou have this quest that obsesses you, and it takes up al your time and
energy. That is my problem. | don't care about Jenner. Don't you realize that even if you do kill
her, Callawill still be dead?"

He stood, arms folded in front of him. She let her eyes feast on his beloved form, pleading
with him silently to understand, to take her into his arms and tell her that he was ready to move
on with hislife. That they could be afamily.

Instead, he turned away and strode out the door. As he left, he spoke.
"Get yourself strapped in," he said. "We're leaving."

"Where are we going?" she asked, terrified of the answer.
"ToKaros."

She shuddered and collapsed into a chair. They'd come so far, and now they were heading
right back into a nest of Pilgrims. The nest of Pilgrims.

Jess was going to get al of them killed before he was finished

* %k k k%

The truce between them was ugly.

Unlike before, she was no longer willing to pretend that everything might turn out all right,
to tell herself that once he found Jenner, it would be over. They had arrived at Karos, the very
planet where the Celestial Pilgrim had been born and first started sharing his message more than
athousand years earlier.

The worst possible place she could imagine for her child to be born.

They had traveled a long way to get here, out of Saurellian space and half way across the
Empire. All based on a rumor that Jenner had been headed this way. How many more rumors
would there be? Even if this were their last stop, would it be because Jenner was dead, or
because they'd been caught? She had no illusions that the Pilgrims of Karos would show them
any mercy.

A wall of ice now stood between them. They still slept together at night, till had sex.
Intellectually they were in such different places that they couldn't communicate, but at night their
bodies spoke for them in a dance of love and frustrated concern. Sometimes he fell asleep with
his hand placed wide over her belly, as if trying to send some kind of message to the tiny baby
growing inside. Would that baby live to meet its father?

Now they were in orbit above Karos, and he was ready to put his carefully crafted plan into
action. He would claim to be a messenger from the mining belt, a merchant who had once done
business with Jenner. He was passing through on business and was bringing her some money he
owed her. It was a plausible enough scheme, according to Jess. He knew the man in question,
knew that Jenner had often invested in his trading expeditions. Jess insisted that the man was
honorable enough to pay her if given the opportunity, so he doubted that Jenner would suspect
anything.
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She wanted to scream at him, to force him to give up this foolishness. It was hopeless.
Instead, she sat on the couch and watched as he sent a message to the surface from the vid
terminal. With any luck, the promise of money would get Jenner's attention. Then he turned to
her, his face softening.

"Bethany, | know you have trouble accepting this, but thiswill be over soon.”

She shook her head, unwilling to go through the same argument again. He sighed, then ran a
hand through his hair. They both knew what would happen next. He would wait for Jenner's
response, then track her down on the planet's surface. While he was risking his life in search of
vengeance, Bethany would be forced to wait for him on the ship. Caged. Of course, it was
probably comfortable enough in there, and she knew that he had programmed the ship's
computer to release her if he didn't come back for some reason.

That certainly didn't make it any more tolerable, though.

She would sit there, confined like an animal, waiting for him. Every moment would be an
eternity. Would he return? Once he walked through the door another question would arise.
Would he have found Jenner? Would their quest finally be over?

She wasn't even sure they'd be free if he did find Jenner. Sometimes it seemed like a part of
him was broken; she wondered if he he'd somehow convinced himself that he needed to follow
Cadlla to the grave. He seemed to think that everything would be al right if he could just find
Jenner, but she wasn't that naive. Even if he found her, if he killed her with his bare hands, it still
wouldn't bring back his sister. What would he do when he realized that?

He came over and sat down next to her, pulling her over into his lap. She went willingly.
Even after spending months with him, the smell of his body, the touch of his skin against hers
was enough to make her weak with desire.

She reached up with one hand, alowing her fingers to comb through his hair. The soft
strands dlid between her fingers, a sensual trailing that stimulated nerves she didn't even know
existed. She had never realized how erogenous that small bit of webbing right at the base of her
fingers could be...

"Bethany, | don't want to fight with you any more," Jess said, pulled her head against his
chest. He tilted his head down, kissing the top of her head tenderly. She crumbled.

"I don't want to fight either,” she said. "I just want to be with you. Safe, where we don't have
toworry al thetime.”

"Y ou don't have to worry now," he said. "I'm going to take care of you."

There was no point in talking to him, she thought. He ssmply didn't understand how
vulnerable he was—all three of them were—as long as he continued along this path. So instead
of replying, she snuggled up to him, not wanting what might be her last memory of him to be
unhappy. As usual, his body reacted to hers. She could fed a distinctive bulge growing along her
hip. Things might be a little easier, she thought wryly if his body didn't call to hers like it did.
Even when she was angry with him she still craved his touch.

She twisted and turned around, straddling him on the small couch. Her head was on a level
with his; she leaned over and kissed him.

She meant it to be a soft kiss, a gentle touching to bring them together slowly. But when her
lips came into contact with his mouth, all she could think about was how soon he would leaving
her and whether he would return. Pilgrims didn't take kindly to spies.
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The need and longing she felt washed over her; she took action. Without pausing to think,
she grabbed his head with both hands and crushed his mouth between them, taking his lips
roughly, amost angrily. He was hers, dammit, and he didn't even seem to realize it. She needed
to show him, she thought suddenly. She needed to mark herself on his body, his spirit, the same
way he had marked her. She wasn't his passive vessel. She was his lover, his partner, and he
needed to acknowledge that.

The force of her anger surprised her, as did the force of her arousal. She wanted to suck him
into her body, squeeze him and take him as he had taken her so many times. When he was down
on that planet looking for Jenner he would be remembering Bethany. He responded in kind, his
lips fighting with hers for domination. His arms wrapped around her, pulling her against his body
so tightly it was hard to breathe. She pulled her head back, unwilling to give up control. His lips
chased hers and she nipped him with her teeth. She bit again, harder this time, and he squawked
in surprise and outrage.

"Why did you do that?' he asked. She smiled at him, baring her teeth, then licked her lips
deliberately.

"You think you're the one in control here," she said. "But you aren't, Jess. This partnership
goes both ways. In bed and out of it."

He shook his head and opened his mouth to speak. Her mouth covered his again, tugging
and sucking until he moaned his surrender. It was like pouring rocket fuel on coals; she wanted
him more than she'd ever anything before in her life. Her nipples were hard, twin points of fire
between their bodies, and the feeling of his cock pushing up at her urgently was amost more
than she could take.

Reaching down between their bodies, she pushed up the loose skirt she wore and pulled at
her undergarment. The damn thing wouldn't slide down her hips with her legs splayed, she
realized. She was going to have to get up.

His hand fumbled against hers as he ripped open his pants, then his erection bobbed up
between them. She rubbed against it sensuously, the sweet torture of the fabric between them
more pain than pleasure.

She lifted herself to pull off the wretched garment that separated them, but his hands found
her waist beneath the skirt and held her. They came around the front of her undergarment, and
shefelt atug. A ripping sound filled the air, and she was free.

Immediately she slid down, taking him into her body to the hilt. He filled her so much that
she shrieked in shock. She was ready for him, but it still came as a surprise to take him so
quickly. Delicate membranes stretched, every breath brought new tensions and pressures from
within. She moved tentatively and was rewarded by his groan. This was affecting him every bit
as much as it was affecting her, she thought with satisfaction. He was hers for the taking.

She opened her eyes to find him staring at her. Everything was suddenly surreal. Here she
sat, impaled upon a man she hadn't even known six months before. She was pregnant; he would
soon be in danger. Her entire world had changed. Suddenly she felt like crying. It was all so
much to deal with, more than she had ever dreamed possible. The sexual drive to possess him,
the need to take his body and make it hers that had filled her mere moments earlier, was gone. In
its place was a desire for comfort, for the tenderness and understanding she knew he was capable
of giving with his body. She let herself fall forward against him, wrapping both arms around his
neck and squeezing him tightly from within.
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"Jess, please don't leave me," she whispered in his ear. "Please don't make me and the baby
wait for you, wondering if you're still alive.”

To her shame, she felt tears welling up. She hated crying; hated showing weakness. She had
learned early on that to cry was to give your opponent an edge, something her father and her
husband had never failed to take advantage of .

Jess was different, though. She felt him stiffen as her mood changed, then his arms wrapped
around her and held her close. He seemed unsure of what to do next, but he was trying to
comfort her. The simple fact that he cared enough to try made her cry even harder. She was
sobbing now, and with every convulsion of tears she squeezed him within. His body was tense
beneath hers but she didn't care. All she wanted to do was let out the hurt; the grief over
everything that had happened, and the fear she felt whenever she thought of him leaving her to
hunt Jenner one more time.

They stayed that was for along time. Finally her tears slowed, and she realized that he was
murmuring quietly to her. It was a soothing noise, asif he were comforting a child. She lifted her
head, looking at him through tear-blurred eyes, and snuffled.

"I guess this wasn't really what | had in mind when | jumped you," she said wryly, feeling
herself flush. He smiled at her with so much tenderness, her heart clenched.

"WEell, I'm good for more than just sex," he replied. He reached up to grasp a strand of her
hair, smoothing it back behind one of her ears. "Although the timing could have been better,” he
added, grimacing and shifting dlightly. With a start she realized he was still embedded deep
within her. Her eyes widened, and she blushed.

"Sorry, | forgot what we were doing before,” she said. He laughed.

"Bethany, sweetheart, that's not the kind of thing a man likes to hear from his woman," he
replied lightly. She blushed harder, and shook her head.

"Thank you for understanding,” she whispered, and laid her head back down against his
shoulder. He laughed again, and this time she could hear the deep, rich chuckle course through
his body. She squeezed him experimentally with her pelvic muscles. His laugh stopped abruptly,
and his hips thrust up at her. She responded in kind, wiggling herself on his engorged flesh. The
breath came out of his body in a startled whoomph; he grabbed her and abruptly twisted. Seconds
later her body was under his, lying flat on the couch. Instinctively she wrapped her legs around
hiswaist.

He started thrusting in and out of her with all the energy that had gripped them earlier. She
grunted, pulling him into her, wishing there were some way she could keep him there. Why
couldn't they just stay like this? Why did he have to go to the surface? He thrust into her again,
this time rubbing against her clit. She shuddered, and other thoughts disappeared. How did he
manage to do thisto her time after time?

Every stroke brought her alittle bit closer to satisfaction. She could smell him, see his strong
muscles flexing with each thrust. His entire body was tense and tight; beads of sweat built up on
his forehead. She closed her eyes, focusing all her attention inward. The tension was almost
unbearable—as if she were filled with a thousand tiny strings, each pulled tight and centered
where he pushed inexorably into her. Each thrust brought him deeper; every motion wound the
strings tighter. She was going crazy.

Then it hit Bethany, the most powerful orgasm she'd ever had. It ripped through her body,
sending her into convulsions as her nails dug into his shoulders. He shuddered, then groaned as
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he came with her. Through the explosion of sensation she could feel his hot seed spurting into
her. Again and again his hips bucked against her, until finally he collapsed. They lay there
panting for several minutes before a chime caught their attention.

"It's a message from the surface," he said, rolling off her. Still naked, he strode across the
room to the vid terminal, pressing a button. She watched in silence as he scrolled through the
message. Then he spoke.

"It's Jenner," he said. " She's on the surface, and she wants her money."
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Chapter Sixteen
Karos, Home of the Celestial Pilgrim

Here she was, stuck sitting in a cage on a ship on Karos, Bethany thought in disgust. The
father of her child was responsible for putting her in that cage, and now he was heading out to
kill a woman. There was a good chance she'd never see him again; a good chance that before
long Pilgrim guards would come looking for her. And when they found her she would be an easy
target. He insisted that wasn't going to happen. Of course, he insisted a lot of things, she thought
uneasily. She'd believe they were safe when she saw it, and not one moment earlier.

It wasn't fair, she thought, settling down into the chair he'd thoughtfully placed in the cage.
All she got to do was sit and wait, while someone else determined her fate. Again.

She reached down to her stomach, laying both hands flat across it. She was still amazed that
there was actually a tiny being growing in there. It seemed so unreal to her, even though her
body had already started to change in many ways. Her stomach was still aimost flat, but there
was a difference. It was as if the muscles had relaxed, making way for the new life to come. Her
breasts had gotten larger, too. They had been sore at first, but she was getting used to the feeling.
Any time now she might start to feel the baby moving.

She murmured softly, rubbing her stomach and thinking of the child. Wasiit alittle boy? Jess
seemed to think so. She would prefer a girl, though. A daughter who would grown up strong and
proud. A little girl who would choose her own destiny. A young woman who might never marry
at al; instead she might become ateacher, or adoctor. Like Bragan.

A sudden chill ran through her, and she whispered the dead man's name. Would Jess still be
alive in the morning? If he was, would he still be whole? What if he found Jenner and killed
her... Would vengeance give him the satisfaction he was looking for? Or would it leave him
empty.

Would he still be the same man when he came back?

Visions of his dead and mangled body filled her mind. Without thinking, she slid out of the
chair and knelt on the floor. She closed her eyes and clenched her hands tightly together, silently
calling on the Goddess to watch over him and bring him back to her. At first it seemed to help,
but then a small voice whispered in her mind's ear. Why would the Goddess care about one
man's fate, especially a man bent on vengeance? Was she even listening?

She whispered another prayer. To her disgust, tears of desperation welled up out of her eyes
and started running down her face. She wiped them away with one hand and opened her heart to
the Goddess once more.

The Goddess was silent.
*x %k k% % %

Jess sat in the darkness, idly cleaning his fingernails with along, wicked blade. It had taken
him so long to find Jenner that he could hardly believe he'd gotten to her so easily. She'd replied
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to his message, going so far as to invite him to the hostel where she was staying. Now she was
his. She would be coming up to her room soon, and when she did, she would see the face of
justice. Hisface.

Calawas dead.

Hari’s words had played through his mind a thousand times since that night on Discovery
Station. Calla'simplant had been found in the station’s recycling pit, her body disposed of like so
much trash. He should have been able to take care of her. He would have, too, if that bitch hadn't
deliberately sold him into slavery in the mining belt. She'd wanted him dead, but she hadn't been
willing to simply throw away her investment. No, she'd sold him into what she thought was
certain death. She'd tried to kill him, and she'd succeeded in killing his sister.

Now it was time for Jenner to die.

He could hear the stairs outside creak as she heaved her massive form up to her room. It
wasn'’t as nice as her apartment on Discovery Station, but she was lucky to have made it to Karos
at all. Of course, her luck was about to change, he thought with grim humor. She'd survived the
Saurellians' manhunt for Pilgrims, but she wouldn't survive him.

The door opened, and the light from the hallway outlined her form. She sighed heavily, then
turned to switch on the light and close the door. His blaster was aready raised by the time she
caught sight of him.

“Hello, Mistress Jenner,” he said tightly, savoring the moment. “I think you should sit down
on the bed.”

Jenner did as she wastold, her snake's eyes wide with fright.

“1"d like to draw this out,” Jess said, feeling almost playful now that he finally had her in his
grasp. “I’ ve dreamed about this day for years, you know. All those nights you made me come to
you when | was younger? Y ou’ re going to pay for them now.”

Jenner gave a little moan of fear, and he ailmost felt pity for her. Almost. Then he thought
about Calla s lifeless corpse and the pity disappeared.

“Unfortunately,” he continued. “1 have other business. We' [l make this quick.”

He tossed her a bottle of pills, alethal concoction specially prepared by the ship's auto-doc.

They would kill her, but the medicine itself was common enough. It certainly wouldn't raise
eyebrows if anyone examined it.

“1’ve already written alittle note goodbye for all your friends,” he said thoughtfully. “ About
how you're so filled with guilt you can’'t bear to live any longer. I’'m prepared to give you a
choice. Either take the pills, or I'll use the knife.”

“You wouldn’'t dare,” Jenner whispered, but she was wrong and she knew it. He could see it
in her eyes.

“Oh, | would enjoy it,” he murmured with dark satisfaction. “Which way do you want to
go?’

“I’ll take the pills,” she said finally. “| suppose you want to watch?”’

“I’ve seen you stuff your face a million times while those around you were hungry,” he
replied coldly. “Thistime | plan to enjoy the sight.”

He stood over her with the blaster as she took the pills, watching carefully to make sure that
she swallowed all of them. There was enough in the bottle to kill her ten times over, but he
wasn’t going to take any chances.
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After an hour, he rose to check her pulse. Nothing. Jenner was dead. He waited for the
triumph to wash over him, but her death left him feeling hollow. Everything left him feeling
hollow, he thought, feeling suddenly exhausted. Everything except for Bethany. She was all he
had | eft.

He went over to the window and opened it silently before crawling out on to the roof. Karos
was surprisingly backward, and security was poor. Hardly what he would have suspected from a
planet that was home to the Celestial Pilgrim. The man must not have been quite as "celestial" as
the Pilgrims liked to believe, he thought. It had been ridiculously easy to break in to the hostel
and find Jenner. Escaping was just as easy. Within seconds he had blended into the darkness of
the streets.

His ship was parked at the edge of the primitive landing field; the small town where Jenner
had taken refuge was too insignificant to have a true space port; he hadn't even had to register a
flight path with the planetary controllers. Checking carefully to make sure no one had followed
him, he palmed the airlock open and stepped in. It took all of two seconds to reach the door that
opened on to the living area.

His eyesflew to her cell in the corner. Bethany was sitting on her chair, watching him with a
shadowed face.

He walked across the small room, pulling out the key to open her cage. She stood with
dignity, watching his movements.

“Isit done, then?’ she asked.

“Yes,” he said tightly. He didn’t want to discuss Jenner with her.

“And did it make you feel good to kill her?” she asked in a mocking tone. “Is Calla alive
again? Have you stopped being arunaway slave?’

Jess glared at her.

“Please,” he said, running a hand through his dark, curly hair. “Please don’t. | just need to
hold you tonight. Will you let me?’

She stared at him, as if trying to judge his sincerity. The look on his face must have
convinced her, because she dropped her militant stance and came over to him. She wrapped her

arms around him, pressing her body against his. It was like coming home, and Jess felt himself
harden in response. She was the only person who could make him feel anymore.

“Let’s go to bed,” she whispered. “We're both tired. We'll think of what to do tomorrow.
Tonight let’s just be together.”

“All right,” he said, dropping a kiss on her head. Then she stepped away from him and held
out her hand. Taking it, he let her lead him into the bedroom.

** k k%

Bethany lay back in the bed, one arm thrown over her eyes. She was filled with the sweet,
almost liquid lassitude that came after a night of making love. Jess had been fierce with her last
night; almost as if he believed that if he only touched her in enough ways, it would make the
events of the previous months disappear. She knew better, though. Nothing was going to make
his memories go away. Only time could heal his pain.

He'd been like a lost child when he'd returned to the ship. At first she'd felt a sense of relief
so profound that she'd wanted to cry. She had been so certain they'd catch him. She'd been told
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stories of Karos her entire life. It was supposed to be a glorious planet, millions of people united
in the dreams and idea of the Celestial Pilgrim, all working together to complete his masterful
plan.

Instead, it was a backward, rural place filled with subsistence farmers. There was only one
real space port on the whole planet, located near the central temple. The thousands of Pilgrim
guardsmen she'd expected didn't exist. Jess hadn't encountered anyone who even seemed to
guestion his presence, let alone cadres of religious zea ots.

Karos was just a pathetic, sad little place filled with pathetic and sad people.

After their first, frantic love-making session, he'd left her just long enough to lift the ship
into orbit. Then he was back at her side, sliding into the bed and taking her into his arms. He'd
been slow that time, exploring every spot and crevice on her body, slowly stroking her with his
lips and hands until she'd cried out, begging for relief. He'd stop, then, right as she was on the
peak of ecstasy, only to start again. Finally he'd taken her, pushing them both to a level of they'd
never felt before. Her throat was still sore from the cries she'd given. They'd both slipped into
sleep, exhausted physically and emotionally.

Now as she lay in bed, she wondered what she would say to him when she got up. Jenner
was dead; the quest was over. This was the time where they were supposed to take their child
and find some place to settle in peace. But vengeance hadn't given him the peace he'd sought.

Last night hed screamed in his sleep, aternately calling out for Calla and swearing
imprecations against Jenner. When she'd tried to wake him, he'd turned on her, pinning her to the
mattress. She'd called out his name and he woke up, confused and horrified at his actions. Then
he left her and went to sleep on the couch. She missed his warmth immediately, the comfort of
his touch and the sound of his breath. But a small part of her had also been relieved. The hate in
his eyes as he'd pinned her down was terrifying. How could a man with such hate in his heart
become afather?

A sound at the door caught her attention, and she shifted her arm. He was there, watching
her. His face was grim, his eyes dull.

"Y ou need to get up,” he said quietly. "We have to talk."

She nodded her head and crawled out of the bed. He watched, seemingly unaffected by her
nudity, as she pulled a robe on and moved toward him. He stepped aside as she approached the
door, gesturing toward the couch in the living area. Feeling heavy, she sat down. He pulled a
chair up before her, turning it backward and straddling it.

"We have to decide what we're going to do now," he said quietly. "Y ou and the baby need a
placeto live."

"What about you?"' she asked. "Don't you need a place to live, too?"

"Yes," he said dispassionately. "I've done some research, and found about four different
places that might work out. I've printed out descriptions for you to ook over. One of them is the
planet Logan is from. He told me that | would have a place with him, if he was successful in his
return.”

"Do you have any ideaif he was successful 7" she asked.

Jess shook his head, then replied. "No, but Logan said he'd leave word for me at Dalaron
Station if he had a place for us. It's located just inside Saurellian space, a way-station for anyone
traveling through the Federation. We'll know for sure before have to make our final decision,” he
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replied. "It sounds like a good enough place. Mid-sized and well-established without being over-
populated. If we don't like it we can always move on."

"How far isit?"

"It's along way," he replied. "It's in the Saurellian Federation proper, not just under their
control. It's actually on the far side of Saurellian space.”

"I can see some real advantages in that," she said slowly. "You don't have to worry about
being caught by the Imperials, and | doubt there are any Pilgrims there."

"No Pilgrims,” he said, his eyes showing life for the first time. "It's probably a good, safe
place."

"Then it sounds good to me," she replied, leaning forward. He remained silent as she cupped
both hands around his face and kissed him. It was a slow, soft kiss, almost chaste. She wanted to
show him how much she loved him, how much she and the baby needed him in this lives. He
didn't respond, although his eyes were filled with an almost infinite sadness as she pulled away.
What was going through his head?

He stood, and reached down with one hand to help her up.

"I'll go plot the course," he said. "We should be ready to start accelerating for our leap into
hyperspace in an hour or so."

With that, he turned from her and walked out of the room. She sighed, and some of his
sadness washed over her. She shook off the emotion deliberately.
Somehow she had to find away to connect with him again, she told herself. He was living in

the padt, filled with regrets. It wasn't going to work like this. Her child deserved a father, not a
ghost.
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Chapter Seventeen

No matter what she did, Bethany simply couldn't get through to him. He was kind to her,
and very considerate of her physical needs, but there was always something missing when he
looked at her. There was no sparkle in him, only sorrow. Not that he would dream of discussing
his pain with her. No. Jess was too strong for that. Or at |east he was pretending to be.

They were approaching Dalaron Station. As soon as they arrived, she would finally know
where her future lay. If Jess had a message from Logan then they already had a home waiting for
them. If not, there were several other planets which seemed to hold promise as possible
destinations. Either way, they would be making a decision about where to go soon. It couldn't
come fast enough for her. It had taken nearly three weeks to travel the distance from Karos, deep
within Imperial territory, to Dalaron Station. Every day the baby moved within her. Her stomach
formed a gentle mound, and every instinct within her cried out for the stability of a home.

Now they approached the station, Jess carefully maneuvering the ship into the docking area.
She sat beside him in the cockpit, watching his fingers fly across the controls. It was still
amazing to her how much he had managed to teach himself about flying. The computer helped
him, of course, providing him with simulated runs and technical manuals. He'd had thousands of
hours to practice while they were traveling. She'd been doing a bit of studying of her own, and
had discovered that he was very close to being qualified for a pilot's license. No matter where
they decided to go, he would never have trouble finding work. Pilots were always needed, even
more now that the Empire and the Saurellian Federation had called atruce. Interstellar commerce
was starting to flow again, after years of war.

They entered the docking cradle with a gentle nudge, and then her stomach gave severa flip
flops as Jess turned off the ship's artificia gravity, tapping into the station's generators instead. It
only took a brief second for the station's gravity to kick in, but it seemed like an eternity to her.
Against her will, she leaned over and vomited suddenly into the sturdy plastic bag she'd taken to
carrying with her everywhere. Her morning sickness had started to settle down several weeks
ago, but the shift in gravity was just too much for her.

Jess was by her side instantly, pulling her hair back and supporting her head as her breakfast
came back up. He made soothing noises, and she could feel tears building up in her eyes. She
loved their baby fiercely, but she hated this feeling of helplessness that came over her whenever
she was sick. She didn't like the fact that she wasn't in control of her own body, either physically
or emotionaly.

She gasped for air, Slowly regaining her composure as the heaves faded. Jess eased the sack
from her grasp, then handed her a small square of fabric to wipe her mouth with. He'd taken to
carrying them with him at all times since she'd started getting sick. Just one more tiny thing he
did to make her life easier.

She'd trade all of those little things if he would just talk to her, though. She knew he loved
her; it showed in his actions. Why couldn't he trust her with his feelings?

He sat back on the floor of the cockpit, pulling her into his lap and cuddling her.
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"Feeling better?' he asked after awhile.

"Yes," she managed to whisper.

"I was going to offer to take you out for dinner on the station," he said after a brief pause. "I
guess that might not be such a good idea, under the circumstances.”

She managed to give afaint laugh, then shook her head.

"Let's not give up just yet,” she said, trying to find some humor in the situation. "Who
knows how I'll feel in afew hours? These things come and go, you know."

He chuckled in response, but she could tell his heart wasn't in it. She looked up into his face;
his eyes were distant. He was once again focused on his own thoughts. Unable to control herself,
she spoke.

"What are you thinking, Jess?'
"Nothing," he responded slowly. He closed his eyes and leaned back against the bulkhead.
Sherolled her eyes, disgusted.

"You're obviously thinking something,” she said, trying to keep herself from sounding too
upset. "What isit? Are you worried about whether Logan has sent you a message?”

His voice was distant when he replied.

"It doesn't matter if Logan has sent for us or not,” he said. "Either way, we'll find a good
place for the baby. There's plenty of money. Everything is going to be just fine."

It was the same kind of platitude hed been giving her for weeks, she thought, anger
mounting.

"I'm not a child, you know," she said sharply. "I think we should discuss these things. | don't
need you to take care of me."

"Oh really?' he asked, nodding toward the pan of vomit. "It sure seems like you need me to
take care of you."

She pulled away from him, rising to her knees to confront him.

"I don't need anyone to take care of me," she said in afirm voice. "I accept your help while
I'm sick because it makes my life easier. If a person has a partner, they can share some of the
responsibilities. But choosing to have a partner and needing a caretaker are two very different
things, Jess. Don't make any mistakes about that. | can handle myself.”

"You don't know anything about the world out there,” he replied, his voice tight. "You
wouldn't last a day without me, and you know it."

"That's ridiculous," she snapped back. "I did manage to get all the way Vlaxon by myself.
And if you hadn't come after me, | would have found ajob and supported myself."

"Isthat right?' he asked, almost sneering at her.

"Yes, it is right,” she replied. "I'm not the same ignorant woman you kidnapped off the
asteroid, Jess. I've seen more ports that most people do in alifetime by now, and I've had plenty
of time to study while you've been preoccupied with your stupid little hunt for Jenner. I've been
keeping my eyes open, learning things. | may not have much experience, but | am not stupid. I'm
ready to take care of myself.”

The passion of her outburst was alittle startling, even to Bethany, and she took a deep breath
after she stopped talking. Her words seemed to have an impact on him. He'd certainly shut up.
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He looked at her, an unreadable expression on his face, then he abruptly pushed himself to his
feet.

"Y ou've made your point,” he said, not reaching down to help her up as he usually would.
"You don't need me. You are a strong woman and you're more than capable of caring for
yourself. | understand and respect that."

Her jaw dropped as he left the room. Nothing he could have said would have surprised her
more. Jess had never treated her like an equal, someone who could care for herself.

She heaved herself awkwardly to her feet and followed him down the corridor to the living
area.

What the hell was going on in his mind now?

%k k k%

Jess sat down in front of the public data terminal. Bethany was back on the ship, sleeping.
She hadn't gotten sick again, but he'd till decided it would be better if he caught a shuttle to the
main port by himself. He needed to find out if Logan had contacted him. He was just paranoid
enough that he didn't want to use the ship's communication equipment to check. If something had
gone wrong, if someone were looking for him, he didn't want to lead them back to Bethany.

So there he sat, hands flitting across the interface, trying to remember the code words Logan
had given him.

I'll set up a mailbox for you at Dalaron Station, his bunkmate had told him before they'd left
the asteroid belt. Your keyword will be Calla, after your sister. I'll leave the message in the name
of "Jess Freedman". If you don't hear anything from me by the time three months have passed,
then don't expect anything.

Jess had wondered many times what had happened to Logan. Now that he was poised to find
out, he found himself strangely reluctant to check for the message. The bulk of survivors from
the Pilgrim mining asteroid, women, children, and escaped slaves, had al gone with Logan.
Were all those people dead now? Had things gone terribly wrong for them? Or were they living
new lives now?

Bethany had a friend with them, a woman named Moriah. She would probably want Moriah
there when the baby was born. In fact, if she had Moriah, she probably wouldn't need him.

That was the real problem, he admitted to himself. Part of him was actually hoping things
hadn't worked out for Logan. If they didn't have a place waiting for them with him, then Bethany
would still need Jess to take care of her. Or at least he hoped she would. After her outburst on the
ship he wasn't so sure anymore.

For so long he had thought of her as being dependent on him. He liked her dependency. It
meant that she couldn't leave him, not as long as she needed him to take care of her. When she'd
tried to leave him before, it had been like a knife stabbing though his heart. The kind of pain he'd
felt when he'd realized Callawas gone...

Once upon a time he'd had Callain his life. He had taken care of her, they had aways been
together. He knew his purpose in life. Then he failed Calla and she died. He had sworn to
himself that he wouldn't fail Bethany. He would keep her safe and provide for her. But now that
he was in the position to do so, she didn't need him.
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She could go to Logan, to Moriah, and she would be safe and happy. She wouldn't need him
at all. He shook his head, forcing the thoughts away. He didn't like acknowledging that a part of
him actually hoped Logan hadn't left a message because the implications were impossible to
consider. It was better to simply check for the message and get it over with.

He touched the keys and the terminal flickered to life. Within seconds he navigated through
the main station menu to the traveler’s bulletin board. He typed in his query, and then a message
icon appeared before him. Holding his breath, he typed in the keyword, and the message opened.
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Bethany woke as Jess slipped under the covers. She gave a sleepy whimper, protesting the
cold air he brought with him. His arms came around her, and then he was rolling her to her back.
His hand came down to touch her stomach, fingers dancing lightly across the skin.

His head dropped down, lips whispered against the mound of flesh. What was he doing?

He was talking to the baby, she realized. She lay still, not wanting to do anything to disturb
him. It was the first time he'd displayed any real interest in the child within her. Against her will,
moisture built up in her eyes. Heredly did care...

He stayed that way for several minutes, whispering and rubbing her stomach. Then he
moved back up the length of her body. He kissed her mouth gently and pulled her body against
his. She started to speak, to tell him how much it meant that he wanted to communicate with
their child. He cut her off, lifting one finger and pressing it against her lips.

"Shhhhhhhh..."

His mouth grazed her chin, smoothing kisses along her jaw and cheek. He kissed her
eyelids, her forehead, her ears—each touch soft and light as a whisper of silken fabric. A shiver
of sensation wafted through her. How she loved his touch!

His body was warm and naked against hers beneath the covers, bare flesh pressed to bare
flesh. There was a specia kind of heat to him, one that called her body in a way that no other
source of warmth ever could. She stretched, enjoying the slide of her skin against his. Every hair
on his legs, the calluses on his fingers, told the story of their time together. She could remember
the first time she'd touched him like this; the excitement she'd felt when she'd seen his body on
the floor in the mining complex.

Everything about him was preciousto her.

She shifted, rolling into his body and raising one knee to hook his leg with hers. His thigh
slipped between hers, and she could feel the rise of his erection against her side.

She ran one hand down his back, feeling the taught muscles of his shoulders as they tapered
down to his lean hips. His butt was tight and firm in her grasp. She could feel his strength
everywhere she touched him. She trailed her hand back up again, raking him lightly with her
nails, reveling in the power she held over him. With that one gesture he stilled, every nerve
strung tight in anticipation of her next move.

She froze for several heartbeats, stopping time for a moment. Then she pushed him back,
pressing him to one side. He followed her unspoken directions, rolling on to his back.

Helaid back his head, closing his eyes.
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It seemed a signal of submission to her, as if he were giving himself to her this time. He put
hisfaith in her, his pleasure in her hands. He trusted her.

She took a deep breath, then sat up beside him. She reached out with both hands, gripping
each of his shoulders with firm fingers. She squeezed, hoping to ease some of his tension by
massaging him. Letting go in any way was a big step for him and she would do whatever she
could to make it easier.

After several minutes of working his shoulders she alowed herself to move lower. Each of
his nipples stood taught as she rubbed the strong, smooth muscles beneath them. Squeeze and
release. Squeeze and release. The rhythm mirrored another rhythm, that of their bodies moving
together in sex. She closed her eyes, allowing herself to relax into the comfort of the motion.
How many times had they moved together like this? Sometimes it was passion, sometimes
comfort. At least oncein grief.

Now she tried to infuse each touch with the love and need she felt for him, the unity that had
come between them in the conception of this child. They were bound together with ties that
could never be broken, ties that made them stronger and better. They were more than the sum of
their parts.

His flesh grew warm beneath her hands and she felt some of his tension draining away. He
looked less tense, too. He had draped one arm up and over his head, his breathing was slow and
steady. Even his erection looked less urgent. He was still hard, but without the tightness that she
associated with his greatness need. He was content in the moment.

She moved her hands lower, rubbing his upper stomach.

A new tension was building in him now. His muscles were tightening back up. He threw one
arm over his eyes, and allowed other hand to grip the sheet. She continued her slow, steady
motions and the skin of hisfingers grew white with tension. His stomach muscles hardened with
every touch, then he gasped.

"I can't take too much more of this."
She laughed, bracing her hands against his chest and swinging one leg over him.
"I'll be the judge of how much you take," she said lightly. He grunted.

She positioned herself so that the head of his erect penis just brushed her opening. Then she
lowered herself just a bit, teasing him with her touch. He shuddered and tried to thrust up at her.
She pulled away.

"None of that."
He nodded beneath his arm, lips tightening. Bethany paused, waiting for him to settle down.

She lowered herself over him again, once more teasing his most sensitive spot. He shivered,
but this time managed to keep still. Encouraged, she pushed down dlightly.

She could feel the wide head pushing into her, and for one moment she nearly sat straight
down on him. It would be so easy, so fulfilling to ssimply swallow him with her body. She knew
that if she did, his hands would come up around her hips, guiding her movements. They had done
this what seemed like a thousand times—he always ended up in control, bringing her to pleasure.
She had insisted earlier today that they be partners; this was her chance to express that
partnership. His needs would come first. She couldn't just let him take over and do the work for
her.
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So she gritted her teeth, lowering herself once more. She could feel him slowly sliding up
into her body. His length pushed her open, inch by agonizing inch. She paused again, forcing
herself to stay controlled. Breathe, she reminded herself. Remember to breathe.

She started moving a third time, sinking down over him until the pressure from within was
amost painful. He was so large, filled her so completely, that she wondered for an instant if
she'd be able to take him. But just when she thought it was too much she hit bottom. She sat
across his hips, his length fully embedded within him. She paused, allowing herself to adjust to
the tight fit.

She opened her eyes, unable to remember closing them. She was startled to see her own
fingers braced against his chest, clutching him so tightly that her nails were white. She forced
herself to release them, one finger at time, and was shocked to see the tiny, half-moon shaped
marks that were left there.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. He grunted, and lifted the arm away from his face. His eyes met
hers, steady and serious, then he spoke.

"It felt good."

She giggled, made suddenly nervous by the intensity of his gaze. He was so big, so much
stronger than her. He could pick her up and break her without even thinking about it, yet he lay
before her submissively. Every muscle in his body was tight with tension, ready to take her and
make her his. Instead, he was giving her a choice. He wasn't allowing his instincts to control the
situation.

Hereally waswilling to trust her.

She closed her eyes and flexed her fingers against his chest. Then she deliberately squeezed
him from within. He grunted, quivering with need.

"Please..."

She pushed herself up, then plunged back down over him. His cock rasped against her,
filling her with chills that were almost more than she could handle. How could one man give her
so much pleasure? Everything about him—his smell, his skin, the sound of his breathing—
aroused her. She pulled back and plunged down over him yet again.

Taking him into her body was much easier thistime. He still felt big, but her fluids eased his
way. Braced against his chest, she pumped again. This time his hips pushed up at her
involuntarily, as if he could no longer keep himself from joining in the dance they had started
between them.

Earlier she had wanted full control, but now she no longer cared how they came together. It
was enough that they did, that their bodies smacked against each other with every stroke.
Perspiration broke out across her skin, and she opened her eyes to look at him. He was covered
in afine sheen of sweat, too. It seemed to bind them closer together, her wet flesh dliding across
his with every stroke. Her entire body was filled with tension, and every time her clit slid down
his length it grew stronger. Her heart pounded, her breath grew ragged. Moving was becoming
harder. She desperately wanted to go faster, harder, but coordinating her thrusts with him was
difficult. Then her hand dlid off his sweat-slicked chest, and she collapsed against him. They
both stopped moving, each sucking in air in with deep gasps.

"Why don't we change positions?' he said softly. "You've been doing al the work. Why
don't you let me take over for awhile?

She laughed, then pushed herself upright..
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"Nope, | started this,” she said. "I'm going to finish it. Remember, | can take care of myself."
He chuckled too, and she narrowed her eyesin mock anger.

"Tease me?' she asked. "I'll show you what it means to tease."

She squeezed him from within again, taunting him.

"You win," he said in a grating voice. "Stop, you win. I'll just lie back and let you take
advantage of me."

She giggled, then moving slowly on him, ground her hips against hisin a circle. She kept it
up for thirty seconds, but by then it was backfiring on her. With each slow rotation, her clit
moved across his pelvic bone with tantalizing force. She closed her eyes, trying to concentrate,
but it was too much.

She orgasmed suddenly, body stiffening and clutching him fast. Through her own release
she heard him shout his. Then his hips spasmed against her and she could feel his seed spurting
up within her body. Wave after wave of pleasure coursed through her until she collapsed against
his chest, spent.

They lay there in silence, and she listened to his heartbeat slow as he calmed down. He
wrapped both arms around her and held her close. She fell asleep, happier than she'd even been
in her life.

Finally, she had found her partner.

%k k k%

Jess held Bethany for several hours. For the first time, he understood how she could have
left him on Barengaria. She had done it because she didn't have a choice. She had seen their
situation so clearly even though he'd been oblivious. There was atiny being, a new life growing
within her. That child deserved a safe, happy and healthy life. It deserved love; it deserved
protection.

Everything he had failed to provide Calla. Bethany wanted those things for their child.

Sure, he had managed to take care of Bethany. But she had made it abundantly clear that she
didn't need him. She really was capable of caring for herself. She even had a safe place to go.
Logan would provide her with more than Jess could ever hope to give her, he thought
despondently. Bethany didn't need him, and he hadn't given her the opportunity to choose to be
with him. From the beginning he had forced himself on her, taking what she wasn't willing to
give freely and holding her captive when she wanted to go.

He'd put her in a cage. What kind of animal was he?

He couldn't hide the truth from himself any longer. She deserved more than he had to give
and she deserved choicesin life. He lowered his head, allowing himself to drink in the scent of
her hair one last time. He kissed the top of her head and slid out from under the covers. She
would be free now.

%k k k%

Bethany woke up and stretched, enjoying the delicious looseness in her arms and legs.
Everything was finaly al right.
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Jess was aready up, nothing unusual in that. He usually woke before her, especially now
that she was pregnant. She needed more sleep than she ever had before. Her stomach growled,
and she rolled out of bed feeling light and happy. Had Jess eaten yet? She felt like a big
breakfast... Maybe they could even go out to eat on the station. At one of those restaurants she
liked so much.

There was no sign of Jess out in the main room, so she ambled up toward the cockpit. He
spent much of his free time up there, studying the piloting tables. She called his name as she
walked down the hallway, not wanting to startle him.

There was no response, and sudden chill hit her. Where was he?

The cockpit was empty, so she jumped when the computer's soft voice spoke.

"Message waiting."

"What?'

"Thereis amessage waiting," the computer repeated. "Would you like to play the message?"

"Yes, play the message," she said slowly. Tension built within her, and a slow burning
started in the pit of her stomach. With awhirring noise, a small vid screen rose from the control
panel and flickered to life. Jess' beloved face looked down at her. His expression was grim.

"Bethany, I'm sorry to do this without talking to you first,"” he said slowly. "I didn't want to
just disappear on you, but | also wanted to give you the freedom to make a choice for yourself.
To be honest, | wasn't sure | could trust myself to do that if | spoke to you face to face."

Suddenly it was hard for her to breathe. She sat back in the pilot's chair heavily, forcing
herself to listen as he continued speaking.

"I understand now that you don't need me, that you can take care of yourself. I've never
given you a choice to be with me, and | haven't even listened to you when told me how foolish it
was to chase Jenner halfway across the sector.

"I realize that you were right about that. Killing her was a waste of time. Callais still dead,
and I'm still afailure. You and the baby deserve more."

She shook her head, wondering how he could be so stupid. He never listened to her, not
when she told him he was wrong, and not when she told him she wanted a partner. Why couldn't
she communicate with this man?

"I've programmed the ship to take to you Logan," Jess continued. "You'll be there in less
than three weeks. He'll be expecting you. I'm staying here on the station. I've got half of our
money, and I'm ready to apply for my pilot's license. You don't have to worry about me any
more."

His hand in the image reached toward her, almost as if he were trying to touch her through
the screen. She reached one arm up toward him, then pulled it back, feeling foolish. He was just
reaching out to end the recording...

But instead of flicking off, he pulled his hand back and looked out once more.

"I know it's weak of me to even tell you this, but there's a part of me that isn't ready to give
up hope. If you want to get in touch with me, I've got a room at the Pilot's Hostel in Quadrant
Four. I'll be here until | get word that your ship has left."

He reached out again, and this time the image disappeared. The vid screen rolled silently
back down into the control panel, leaving Bethany to stare thoughtfully at the space it had
occupied.
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She stood up and stretched. How could he misunderstand like this? she asked herself again.
Hadn't they been through enough? She sighed and walked slowly back to their room. She needed
to take a shower and get dressed. Goddess only knew how long it would take her to find this
Pilot's Hostel place...
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Chapter Eighteen

Jess sat in the bar, drinking arich, dark glass of beer. It was good stuff, some of the best he'd
ever tasted. Every few moments he would check his message box on the counter-top terminal.
He wasn't quite sure what he was expecting. Every time it showed up blank he was filled with
both relief and fear. Relief that the ship hadn't |eft the station yet; fear because she hadn't tried to
contact him.

What was she thinking? When would she be out of hislife for good? Would he ever be able
to forgive himself for losing her? He was so caught up in his thoughts that he didn't even notice it
when someone slid into the seat next to him.

"Can you please bring me a glass of water?' a familiar voice asked the bartender, and for a
moment he thought he was dreaming. He turned to look at her, trying to keep the longing he felt
out of his face. He'd pressured her too much already, the last thing she needed from him was
more force. She had to make her own decisions.

"How are you doing?' he asked, doing his best to sound casual. As if his entire life didn't
rest on her answer.

"Not too good, Jess," she said softly. She looked at him, those beautiful cat eyes that he'd
loved from the first minute he'd seen them gazing deeply into his own face. "I woke up this
morning and found myself all alone. Now, instead of eating breakfast | had to come hunt you
down. Why are you doing thisto us?"

He opened his mouth, then closed. What was he supposed to say?

"I was pretty angry when | first got your message,” she said softly. The bartender brought a
glass of water over and she took it, murmuring, "Thanks."

He waited as she drank deeply. She put the glass down, the lightly traced the rim with one
finger.

"But | realized something,” she continued. "Being angry with you wasn't the solution. | love
you for who you are, Jess."

His heart froze.

"And | guess that means loving you even when you do things | can't understand.”

"What are you saying?' he asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

"Oh, Jess," she said, turning to him. "I really don't get why you're doing this to yourself.

How many times have | told you | love you? How many times have | made it clear | want you
for my partner?"

"You've also made it very clear you don't need me," he said, shaking his head.

"Of course | don't need you," she replied. "I'm a grown woman. I'm capable of living
without you. I'm not a child. But that doesn't mean | don't want you, Jess. You're my man, we're
afamily now. How could | ever be happy without you? | love you."

She leaned forward, kissing him on the mouth. He didn't respond, still trying to process what
she was telling him. She really did want to be with him.
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She pulled back, dliding off the barstool and standing beside him.

"Let's get back to our ship and get out of this place,” she said, holding out one hand to him.
He nodded slowly, and took it.

"That sounds like a good ideato me," he replied. "Where are we going? To Logan?’

"WEe'll see," she said, a strange little grin playing across her face. "I think it's my turn to pick
where we go. Some place warm, maybe. And definitely no Pilgrims or slaves."

"Yesm'am," hereplied, smiling back at her. "I'm up for anything you want."

"Good," she replied, laughing and shaking her head. "Brace yourself, Jess. I'm in a strange

mood, so things could get interesting. Let's see what kind of future we can find for ourselves,
hmm?'
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Epilogue

L ogan stood aone on his balcony.

He could see his entire city from here, the shining capital that his family had ruled for
centuries. Once his father had stood here too, telling his young son stories of the star system that
would one day be histo rule. He had always imagined doing the same with his own son, Soren.

Instead he had spent five years as a lave, less than a man.

For all that, his return to power had been ailmost laughably easy. His people had rallied to
him upon his return, turning on the revolutionaries and slaughtering them as Logan strode
through the city toward his palace. Millions had followed him, singing songs and throwing
flowers in his path. Several times he had been forced to stop. They all wanted to touch him, to
hear his voice and remember the good times. Nobody could have guess how bad life would get
once revolutionaries had crept into his palace wearing gas masks five years ago. Every electronic
security system had been subverted, and loya guardsmen were daughtered as they lay
unconscious. A reign of terror had followed and millions suffered.

Many of the conspirators were already dead. Thousands more waiting in the prisons below
the castle, damp, dark pits his earliest forefathers had carved out of the living rock to encase their
enemies. Now his men were guestioning those prisoners, demanding answers and ripping the
truth from the very fabric of their brains.

So far no one had been able to give him the information he sought. Somewhere, out in the
city or in the hills beyond, his son still lived.

Every other member of his family was dead. His brothers, sisters...his lifemate, Linnea.
They were all gone, but Soren still lived.

Those of his loyal friends and counselors who had survived the assault thought he was
crazy. There was no reason to believe the child had survived. He had been less than a year old
when the revolutionaries had struck the palace. His caretakers were all slaughtered, and while the
child's body was never found, there was no reason to hope. The destruction in the nursery had
been terrible; many bodies completely destroyed before they could be identified. How could a
child survive something like that? Entire sections of the palace were ultimately vaporized during
those tense, horrible hours...

Despite that, Logan knew in his heart Soren lived. He could hear the child's heart beating
deep within his soul, just as he had been able to hear Linneas heart stop beating. He had felt it
the instant his lifemate had perished. Her dying screams echoed in his dreams, though they had
been miles apart when the attack came. A part of him died with her and only the hope of finding
his son had kept him alive. Logan leaned forward, willing himself to feel the life of the city,
calling out silently to his son to answer him.

Of course, there was nothing. He was no sorcerer to reach outside his body for the truth.
Even the priests and priestesses of the Goddess, many with powers beyond his ability to
comprehend, believed his son was dead.
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Logan sighed, closing his eyes. His son was alive. He was out there, waiting for his father to

rescue him. Logan's grip on the railing grew tight, anger welling up within him as he made a
silent promise.

When he did find whoever held his son captive, not even the Goddess would be able to stay
his hand. He or she would die slowly and terribly for their part in this revolt. He vowed it on his
Linneas cold and lonely grave.
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