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  Chapter 1


  


  Analia crouched in the shadows of the docking bay—shaking with fear, anticipation—hidden behind a large pile of cargo. Heavy adrenaline coursed through her body. Damp blond curls tangled around her face, hanging toward her ragged excuse for clothing and dirty bare feet. She struggled to steady her breathing, afraid someone would hear her. Her body threatened to col apse under the weight of the ship’s artificial gravity, as fatigue began to set in.


  The sounds of the ship, like a living thing, enveloped her, embracingher both as an old friend andhated foe.


  Soon she would be free.She hoped. It was the only thing that drove her on.


  Analia had known that a merchant ship would be docking today. Two or three ships were scheduled every few days, in order to maintain a variety of stock.


  In space, no two ships offered the same supplies, which meant many ships were often commissioned simultaneously.She watched the blond guard with frustration as she retraced her steps, hoping she hadn’t left traces of her spontaneous and unplanned escape.


  As usual, she’d been in the middle of a punishment. Locked in a room for two weeks—no food, and little water—with another week of the same to look forward to. The punishment had been the result of trying, and failing, again, to refuse Darius’s advances—Captain Darius of theExtarga, a.k.a The Hel Ship. He’d become ful of rage at her continued resistance and ordered her locked away until she couldaccept her lot… accept him. Something she would never do.


  She could never give herself—heart, body, and soul—to someone like Darius. He was heartless and brutal.


  A man had entered her cel , she’d seen him before, he’d tended to her many times, each time she’d attempted a conversation with no reciprocation.


  Darius strove to keep her isolated onExtarga, hidden away from most of the crew. Those who had come into her presence—to bring her food or a fresh change of clothes, or perform a variety of tedious tasks—were ordered not to speak with her, or bedisciplined. None had risked themselves for her conversation, not that she didn’t try. She’d always been desperate for communication; speaking to anyone who entered her room, babbling about nothing if she had to.“How is your day”she would say as they performed whichever task they were meant for. It was a phrase she’d heard spoken before, through stolen moments from the ship’s surveil ance.“What is your name?”She would ask, hopeful for a response. When they ignored her she would only continue as if the conversation were two-sided instead of one, tel ing them anything that popped into her head. Her thoughts of whatever room she was in at the time. How she missed the view of space, she hadn’t been al owed to see it in decades. She drewsomesatisfaction from the one-sided conversation, if only a little. It always meant something to her when they lingered slightly, as though they were listening.


  But at that moment she wasn’t interested in conversation, eyeing the scraps of foodthe man hadbrought for her. Scraps of food not even fit for an animal, but she’d take it. She was growing thin from hunger.


  Though he hadn’t said a word, he had watched her as she ravaged the scraps. The first bit of food she’d eaten in a week and it was not enough to fil her bel y. She’d barely tasted it, which, by the looks of itwasn’t a bad thing.


  When she finished she looked up at the man, expecting him to walk away as quickly as he had come, but he remained. There was something in his expression she had never seen before. Was it sorrow? Shame?Did he pity her? Probably. Who wouldn’t?


  Analia wondered what she must look like in her tattered dress, and unwashed state. Her feet were bare, her nails were dirty and bitten, and her lengthy blond hair hadn’t been brushed in a week.


  Whenthe man turned to leavethe room he hadn’t left as normal, by closing the door tight and double-checking that it was locked. Instead, he opened the door wide, and withdrew in a rush, without a backward glance, al owing the heavy door to fal closed from its own weight.


  Analiadidn’t know what had compel ed her to act in that moment, just that she did. Rushing forward Analia inserted her fingers in the doorframe, just before it shut her in for another lonely week or more.


  Stifling a scream when the hard door came crashing down on her, she had to resist the strong urge to remove her hand and cradle it to her chest.


  Grinding her teeth she waited.


  One heartbeat. Two. Three. Her breathing was labored. The first rush of adrenaline entered her system, and the spark of an idea. Her heart began to race at the possibilities. The man hadn’t returned to make sure the door was ful y closed and locked behind him. She was alone.


  Think. What do I do now?


  Then she’d remembered that several merchant ships were scheduled to dock. Perhaps … if she were lucky. If she could only make it to the docking bay. If a ship was even there, it was possible she could escapeExtarga.


  That’s a lot of ifs.


  She thought of the consequences if she went through with this. A stream of horrific images entered her mind. She would suffer for days, weeks, maybe longer this time if she were caught. Never had she done anything so bold as to try to escape. But if she didn’t at least try, she knew she would regret it for the rest of her life, no matter the consequences. There may never be an opportunity like this again.


  Hope flooded her, made her feel light. The idea of freedom, a better life, possibly being within her reach, was a heady thought.


  What if I do get free and it’s worse out there?


  The idea spread through her like a poison. If she did escape,and found herself ona merchant ship, what if the people on board were worse than Darius?


  She pushed the thought from her mind. It couldn’t be possible. Could it? Dark images swirled in her mind picking at her resolve.Or, what if they found out about her gift? Perhaps her unusual pointed ears were a clear sign of what she was.


  Maybe under different circumstances she would have embraced her ability, but for so long she had suffered because of it and only wished it gone.


  Unfortunately, as far as she knew, that was impossible. It was a part of her, through and through, blood and bone.And it was the reason Darius kept her as isolated as he did.To him she was just an object, a piece of machinery.


  Perhapsher giftwas a normal trait of her people. If so, it was the only connection she had to them. She had no ideawhat she was or where she came from.


  No memory of her people.Analia had been a child when Darius had claimed her.


  Analiaknew what awaited her hereon The Hel Ship—a lifetime of suffering until Darius had siphoned every last drop of her wil in his attempt to break her.


  Eventual y he would succeed.


  WhenAnaliawas sure that the man had truly gone, she braved a peek.


  The hal way was empty, almost void of al sound. It wasn’t unusual, the ship was a huge beast.Some hal ways less traveled were left abandoned for days at a time. Hopeful y this was one of those days.


  Before Analia moved through the door, and al owed it to close behind her, she prayed for the luck of the gods. Easing the door shut she heard the soft click of the lock move into place. Any decision she might have made to turn back was destroyed in that moment.


  Analia easily glided through the corridors, toward the docking bay.Her bare feet made little to no noise as she went.She knew this ship better than anyone. She knew it better than Darius himself—a benefit of her gift.


  When Darius had her hooked up to the ship, Analia had the ability totap into the ship’s heavy surveil ance system. It was as though the imagesfrom the cameraswere displayed directly into her mind and she could see everything al at once.


  The pain of being hooked up to the ship was nearly blinding. The feel of her energy being drawn out of her and into the ships power storage system was agony. To take her mind off thepain she distracted herself bywatchingthe crew through the cameras, envying them their freedom. It was her only joy, but right now it was her greatest enemy. The surveil ance systemwould need to be taken care of.


  Making her way to a smal control panel—for once her ability would benefit her—she went to work, using it to infiltrate the surveil ance system.


  Being hooked up to the ship, it was as if she were part of it, like one colossal machine working in unison.


  Analia shook her head and frowned in disgust. She real y was a piece of equipment.


  Everything that was in the ships database was her playground. Every piece of information, every secret, and every code belonged to her.If Darius ever found out about the extent of her gift he wouldsurelyuse her to spy on his crew.There were not many under Darius’s command who spoke highly of him in tete-a-tete.


  With the ship at her command she proceeded first to clear an easy path to the docking bay,by unlocking any door that might be locked, and checking to see if any crew members would be in her way. After ensuring she had astraight path, Analia erased two solid weeks of recorded surveil ance. Then she shut it down completely and locked the system, changing the codes before continuingtoward the docking bay.


  The system was only checked once every few months, and anything recorded was only viewed when there was a discrepancy. No one would think to check it until long after she’d gone and if they wanted,in they were going to have to hack the system in order to gain access. And because shewasthe system she knew they would have a hel of a time of it.


  Only once, as she careful y traversed the maze of passageways, did she come across trouble—a couple of crew members, advancing toward her. She heard them before she saw them. Their footsteps were not intended to be hidden like hers. They walked confident and loud, boots thudding on the hard shiny floor.


  Dread engulfed her, almost overtaking her senses. After a moment of pure panic she was able to calm her emotions, knowing she needed to find a place to hide. The voices were close, laughing and talking with ease. Just before they entered the corridor she dove for a door to her right, propel ing her body through it. Inside, the room was smal and dark like a closet, but empty and unused. Her body had begun to tremble with worry; her hands were the worst, shaking uncontrol ably. Opening, closing, and rubbing them she tried to relieve the tremors.


  The voices became loud, just outside the door. She froze, her breathing stopped. Only when the voices and footsteps continued past the door did her body relax. She was tired, so tired. The couple of weeks without food had greatly weakened her. And with nothing soft to sleep on or cover her chil ed body, she had slept badly on the cold iron floor, sometimes only fal ing asleep when exhaustion overruled the chil in her bones.


  She pushed into the now emptycorridorand continuedwith caution. The hal ways remained absent of life. The path she had hacked al owed doors to open at her approach. With each threshold her anxiety was reborn. Her feet, numb from cold, were quiet against the hard floor. Each hal way was like a repetition of the first, there was nothing distinguishing, nothing but gray wal s il uminated by dim overhead lights.


  With her nerves grated she had final y made it to the docking bay.


  Yes!A merchant ship was indeed docked, both ships connected and open to each other. She’d almost cried out with a surge of an unfamiliar mixture of emotions.


  Joy. Relief. Anticipation.


  That is, until she spotted the guard blocking her path. A large, strong looking male, a boredscowl etched in his features. Spiky blond hair framed his face and a black short-sleeved shirt revealed his muscular arms and chest. Black pants and a pair of black boots covered his lower half. Watchful, he leaned against the wal of the ship, wearing an aura of danger. Like he could rip you apart with his bare hands, while maintaining that look of boredom.


  Luckily he hadn’t seen her. She was already halfway hidden behind large piles of cargo. The stack of boxes was large enough to hide a body three times her size. She had to hold her nose to contain a building sneeze as she caught a whiff of spices.


  


  Analia didn’t know how much time had passed in her semi-hiddenposition. Any minute now the docking bay would be flooded with workers, sent to gather the goods. She could only wait and hope for an opportunity, the perfect moment when no one was watching so she could hide herself away on the merchant ship. She prayed for a distraction.


  The docking bay was huge. The ceiling stretched far above Analia’s head, the wal s covered in white. Three floors tiered around the great round room.


  Massive machines used for lifting heavy cargo loomed above her, bolted to the thick retaining wal s. No one was currently manning them.


  Usual y a slave or two was brought with each delivery, though Analia didn’t see any this time. Darius liked to acquire things, people included. Though most of the crew were free, many, like her, were slaves, most of them women. And though they were treated just as poorly, they were rarely keptasisolated as shewas.


  Each crew member, slave or not, was handpicked by Darius, selected for their great strength, knowledge, or beauty. Darius demanded only the best at his command. However, slave or free they al had one thing in common, they feared their leader.


  Darius was a ruthless tyrant, and wasn’t afraid to dole out pain whenever he pleased. When he wasn’t punishing her for some perceived infraction, he often forced her to watch—what he referred to asdiscipline—as someone else suffered. In order—she suspected—to frighten her into submission. It worked.


  She was once forced to witness a group, made up of one female and three males, beingdisciplined. One of the men had been condemned to death, the other three were ordered to take his life or die themselves. Analia never learned what they did to deserve such a punishment. They were given no weapons to carry out the act. Horrorstruck, Analia watched as they pounded at the condemned man with only hands and feet, to save their own lives. If she didn’t watch, if she closed her eyes, then she knew she would be on the receiving end of her own punishment.


  Analia shook the memory away. This was her first real attempt at escape.She’d thought ofitmany times before, dreamt of what it would be like to be in possession of her own life. To do what she wanted when she wanted. Oh, how she craved freedom.To think, act, and speak with no fear of consequence.


  No one forcing her to use her ability until her body—drained of almost al its essence—gives out in exhaustion. No man to encroach on her body, when she hadn’t the energy to fight him off. She shook her head.


  Focus.


  She peeked from behind her hiding spot. The guard was stil there, blocking her escape. He hadn’t moved from his position since she last chanced a look. She’d never seen the man before, which meant he was a member of the merchant ship, and was there for thesolepurpose of keeping people,such as her,from trespassing.


  Her plan had been simple, wel … in theory. She planned to sneak onto the merchant ship, hide until it next docked, and then sneak off the ship, disappearing forever from Darius’reach.Easy right?


  She just needed a little more luck, just a little to get her on that ship, one step closer to freedom. She deserved it, dammit! How much more should she be made to suffer? How much more could she take?


  “Calic!” a male voice shouted. Analia jumped at the sound. She peeked to see the guard’s attention diverted to something inside the other ship.


  “What?” was the blond guard’s clipped reply.


  “The last load is stuck!” A voice yel ed. “We can’t get it through the doorway! It won’t fit!”


  “It helps if you’re smarter than the door,” The blond guard muttered under his breath before yel ing back, “We got it in there didn’t we?” He sighed before disappearing into the ship and out of Analia’s view.


  Her heart beat heavy in her chest. She waited a few seconds expecting him to quickly return. When he didn’t she sucked in a breath and moved forward, hesitant at first, and then dashed for the opening. She could hear nothing but the rush of blood in her ears and the quick thud of her wild heart.


  Closer. Closer.


  When she crossed the threshold onto the other ship her breath caught. No sign of the blond guard. Immediately she took in her new surroundings. The room was significantly smal er than the large one at her back, suggesting that the merchant ship as a whole was a fraction the size of The Hel Ship.


  There were two doorways to choose, one to her front and one to her right. When voices came from the right she sprang for the opening to her front.


  Spying ahead first, she moved through the door and into a long hal way. The air was warmer here, and a soft tan carpet tickled her feet. She was shocked by the sight of color on the wal s, a mocha brown warmed by the touch of soft overhead light.


  Ignoring the exhaustion and hunger that loomed over her she moved quickly, seeing no promise of shelter. She was exposed and if anyone spotted her now al would be lost.


  After passing through a few empty corridors, guided by instinct alone, she spotted an open doorway. From her position she could see the hint of a window, beyond it,a sight she hadn’t seen for a very long time. Disbelieving, she was drawn forward. The room was rounded with computer consoles wrapped around the edge of the room, a center console near the back wal to her left stood alone. A large window blanketing more than half the room and revealed a sight she’d cal ously been deprived of, a sight she had longed for. Awe overpowered her as she gazed through it.


  Space!


  Black. Deep. Vast. Space, speckled with pinpricks of light. Endless possibilities masked in darkness. The power of it held her where she was. Her tightly wound emotions nearly exploded at the beauty of it. Only one thing was able to tear her eyes away and bring her back to reality.


  She was not alone.


  His back to her, a young dark haired male sat facing the encompassing window. His attention was on his computer console, clicking away, oblivious of her sudden appearance.


  


  “Cargo’s unloaded!” A distant voice came from behind. Someone was coming toward her. “The captain wants the ship ready to go as soon as he returns!”


  Her stomach tightened, she felt a bead of sweat run down her spine. Silently she edged away from the door and crouched behind the main console, the only place where she could hide. Unfortunately she was only partial y hidden. The approaching male might not see her upon entering,but if the other man sitting at his station turned, he would spot her instantly. She watched him intensely, holding her breath.


  Shit. Shit. Shit.


  After glancing around, realization hit her and her throat went dry. She swal owed hard, taking in the rest of thecontrolroom. The heart of the ship! A room that wil soon be fil ed with bodies ready to take their stations. And the console she was crouched behind, considering its location in the room, must belong to the captain!


  In a panic she searched for another escape. There were no other doors. There was nothing else to hide behind, in, or under. The console that she was crouched behind was only a few feet from the back wal , which was the only flat wal in the room, connecting it to the rest of the ship. She studied it for a moment, feeling that something was there. Something she’s not seeing.


  Then she caught it from the corner of her eye—a smal latch near the floor, not too far out of reach.


  The male entered the room. “Did you hear me?” He said to the other man. “Cal the crew back to their stations. We’l be departing as soon as the captain returns.”


  “Yeah, I heard you.”


  Analia scooted out of view as the male advanced into the room to attend an unoccupied console next to his col eague, leaving his back to her.


  Ready to move she slowly reached out and gently lifted the latch. There was a soft click. Her breath caught at the sound. Glancing at both men, they didn’t seem to have noticed the noise. She pul ed gently, half expecting the tiny door to squeak from lack of use. But it silently revealed a smal opening just big enough for her to fit through. Shuffling through the space Analia pul ed the door closed behind her.Click. She almost growled at the sound, which seemed louder this time.


  After a moment of bloodcurdling stil ness, she released the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and surveyed her surroundings. It was a smal cramped space, seemingly for maintenance purposes. Tubes of varying thickness ran along one wal , slightly lit by a dim line of lights. The room was about four feet by three feet. Enough room for her to lie down with her knees bent, which, at the moment, seemed like a real y great idea. Every muscle in her body was pul ed tight, her heart stil pounded with adrenaline.


  Making herself as comfortable as possible she fought against an exhaustion that threatened to drag her into oblivion. Passing out right now was not a good idea. Once she felt safe she’d relent, but danger stil loomed. The ships were stil attached and everything could stil go wrong. She tried to listen to what was happening outside her tiny enclosure. Nothing it seemed. She pictured the two men clicking away at their computers.


  Light and dark spots began to star her vision, indicating that she was losing her battle against the overwhelming exhaustion pressing down on her. She had succumbed to exhaustion enough times to know that she was lost. Stil she strained to stay awake, rubbing her eyes to reinvigorate them, in a near useless attempt to keep them from closing again. Her brain pounded with the need to shut down. Only now did her heart begin to slow. Breathing was becoming easier. Body relaxing, her head lul ed.


  Stay awake.


  Vision blurred.


  The last thing she heard was the voice of a man, someone who had just entered the control room. She was unable to make out what was said, but the deep masculine timbre seemed to ease her in some way. She al owed it to rol over her, a vibrating energy that wrapped her in a cloak of security. Or was that just exhaustion making her delusional? Stil , she couldn’t deny the energy she felt from him, even from within her enclosure. His rumbling voice boomed again, to her tired mind there was no making sense of his words.


  She closed her eyes as she felt her body fal ing into blackness.


  


  


  


  Chapter 2


  


  Sebastian Uthair sat in the al -too-familiar spot, across from Darius in a chair similar to his, but slightly lower to the ground. Darius sat behind the large dark wooden desk, as usual. Wood was difficult to acquire in space, vastly expensive in its raw form. Ful y crafted it sold for astronomical prices, and was acquired as a means to display status or wealth. Wealth Darius had, which was made obvious by the overabundance of wood furnishings and expensive tapestries decorating his office. But status in space was meaningless. Space was a hostile environment that required a sharp and cunning mind over prestige any day. That and a shit load of weapons.


  Most of the items in Darius’s office were displayed to exude a sense of upper-class and distinction, objects placed meticulously to build a sense of importance. Sebastian saw it for what it was; a facade of an egotistical man. This man was no more important than a leaf on the wind. As a merchant, Sebastian had to deal with these al -too-self-important types constantly.


  Darius dressed—same as he decorated his office—with the purpose of seeming more important than he was. His suit, expertly tailored, was made from the finest fabrics one could come across. Shoes, buffed to a perfect shine. And his coffee-colored hair was molded neatly, framing his face.


  Silently, Darius sipped his cup of steaming liquid while he,in turn,scrutinized Sebastian. Sebastian’s clothes were simple. His style was more wear-whatever-you-grab, and less preconceived, although today he put a little more thought into his dress. A pair of black pants—riddled with pockets, buckles, and secret places to hide his weapons—a pair of thick black boots, scuffed with overuse, and a dark coat, lined with a light-gray faux fur, over a simple white shirt. Around his neck he wore two heavy silver chains, which could double as weapons if needed. His short coal-colored hair was purposeful y messed, al owing his horns to peek out. He too knew how to put on a show. His appearance projected danger and reinforced the common knowledge that you don’t want to piss off a demon, especial y this one.


  Darius sat silently, giving off his usual air of superiority. Sebastian matched him with a quiet reserve, knowing what was about to come, as he had grown to expect it.


  Negotiation time.


  “I’l give you half the agreed price.” Darius final y declared, in a tone meant to end the conversation there. He put down his mug and picked up his pen, readying to draw up the new contract.


  Two items missing from the load and the bastard thinks he should get half off!Stifling his annoyance Sebastian replied, “That would not even cover my costs.” His voice was calm, a slight lift at the corners of his lips, his face a mask of arrogance. It was the only way to deal with the obdurate bastard.


  “A few of the items I requested are missing from the load. I cannot pay the ful amount we agreed upon. If I did that, every one of my merchants would bring me only half of my order and demand ful price.” Darius tsked.


  “There are only two items I was unable to acquire and those items are damn near impossible for anyone to get. I would have to risk my life or the lives of my crew, and you are not paying me enough for that.”


  “I disagree.” A knowing smile played across his lips. “A few short weeks ago, a competitor of yours, Kierok, I believe was his name, was able to bring me one of those items, and charged me less than you quoted.” A steely pause, “Perhaps I should do more business withhim.”


  Sebastian knew Kierok, a rival merchant and a heartless creature. He also knew that Darius was waiting for some kind of outburst at the prospect of losing him as a customer. He probably expected Sebastian to crumble at his words and beg for whatever pay he was wil ing to offer. But Sebastian could not care less if he and Darius did business. There was something abhorrent about the man. Sebastian sensed he needed to tread cautiously around him, always kept his guard up, as though he were a snake in the grass waiting for the perfect moment to strike.It takes one to know one.Sebastian himself was one to be wary of. When a snake strikes,youstrike back harder.


  “Kierok doesn’t give two shits about his own crew and cal ously risked their lives to procure your goods. I don’t work that way.”


  Darius studied him for a moment. Frown in place. “Kierok could provide me withal the same services as you,” He pushed.


  Sebastian only smiled, never taking his amber eyes from the man in front of him. “If that’s how you feel I wil have my men pack up the cargo and we’l be on our way.”


  Darius tried and failed to hide a sneer before saying, “Unfortunately I cannot wait for Kierok. But I wil not pay ful price for partial delivery.” He slammed his hand down on his desk to emphasize his point.


  Sebastian shrugged, unconcerned. “I wil offer to take three percent off the agreed price.”


  Darius, visibly agitated now, leaned back in his chair. “Make it thirty percent.”


  “Eight percent.”


  Through clenched teeth Darius replied. “I wil accept no less than twenty percent off.”


  Sebastian pretended to weigh his options. “Then I am sorry, I’l have to decline your offer.” He stood, indicating the end of negotiations and his patience.


  Sebastian had many other contacts that would pay adequately for his supplies. He held out his hand in a businesslike gesture, resolution covering his features.


  Darius eyed his outstretched arm with disgust. “Fifteen percent,” He growled.


  Offering himafake look of indecision, Sebastian pul ed his hand back and contemplated the new offer. If he had more time he would have argued further, but he needed to be on his way. “I think I can deal with that.” He didn’t offer his hand again, and neither did Darius.


  


  Darius reached to unlock a drawer low on his desk, lifting from it a smal black box. Reaching in, he counted, then recounted the correct number of chips before tossing them on the desk in front of Sebastian.


  Sebastian gathered the payment, bid Darius farewel , and proceeded back to his ship, passing a handful of bodyguards on his way out. He couldn’t wait to get back. Next stop promised to be a big job, one of their biggest. Sebastian was about to negotiate a contract with the Serakian’s—an ancient and wise race, known for their peaceful and gentle nature. When riled, however, they proved to be exceptional y fierce.


  To anyone who chooses to accept, the Serakian’s were offering a generous sum to transport a curiously smal amount of cargo. He’d received the notice just after he’d negotiated the contract with Darius. Now that the contract was fulfil ed, he and his crew would head straight to the Serakian rendezvous point. Luckily it wasn’t too far from their current location, and should only take a week or so of travel.


  The commission from this coming job could feed his crew for months, maybe a year. Sebastian was protective of his crew. He was their leader, their captain. Every action he took affected them as much as it did him. Many in his crew were next to family. Of the more than two-hundred crew members more than half were loyal friends, but only two were blood relations—his sister Sonya and his brother Calic.


  With a sense of satisfaction, Sebastian crossed onto his ship. Calic grunted a nod at him. Calic was his second-in-command. He was a tough leader, and an even tougher adversary. When they would spar Calic held nothing back, as if he possessed a deep rage clawing for release. Calic demonstrated a ferocity Sebastian had never seen the likes of.


  Sebastian had the same rage bubbling inside him. However, he was able to focus it differently. Focus on the survival of his crew, and on each commission.


  Sebastian understood where the malice came from. They’d both been betrayed by the women they loved. Both Calic’s beloved mate and their own mother had turned their backs on themat the worst possible moment.


  Calic had loved his mate, trusted her completely. He’d been devastated.


  As a result, both Calic and Sebastian kept their women at a distance. Only using them for what was necessary and discarding them the moment after.


  The only difference between the two was that Sebastian never slept with anyone aboard theMarada, though more than enough women lived on the ship—


  a few had even propositioned him. It was a strict policy he tried to enforce with everyone, including Cale. But, like many, Calic refused to submit.


  “Is everything unloaded?”


  Calic nodded. “Yeah, how did it go with Darius?”


  “He got fifteen percent off.”


  “Huh. Not too bad.” Calic pressed a series of buttons on the control pad and the docking hatch began to close. Metal screeched against metal as the heavy locks moved into place and a faint hiss as the door sealed shut.


  They made their way to the bridge, where Sebastian claimed his position at the center console. As ordered, the crew was at their posts with the ship ready for departure. Suddenly, an unfamiliar fragrance fil ed the space around him. He sniffed the air, it was feminine. “Cale! Have you had a female in here?”


  Calic laughed carelessly. Self-conceit dripping from his words, “Depends on when you’re referring to.”


  “Keep them out of the control room,” Sebastian scolded. If he was going to consistently break the rules, there were plenty of other appropriate places to do it.


  So help me, if he had her on my console!


  Calic just shrugged in response.


  Not soon enough the ship roared to life. Sebastian was eager to get to the rendezvous location and accept the contract before anyone else beat him to it.


  His ship was fast, but they’d been delayed due to the contract with Darius. In hindsight he regretted accepting the commission, but the deal had been struck and Sebastian always fulfil ed his contracts. He just hoped the delay hadn’t cost him.


  Sebastian wasn’ttooworried however. The Serakian’s stipulations were extreme to say the least. Even though the pay was great, he doubted many would be eager to take on the job.


  His crew barked out their actions as the thrusters fired, surgingMaradaforward. With the course set Sebastian eased into his seat. The crew seemed to relax along with him.


  For a long while he watched the stars, twinkling like trapped firebugs, thinking over his checklist of supplies. Previous to the meeting with Darius they’d made several stops, stocking up in preparation for the long trip ahead. He wasn’t certain how long their journey would take, just that it would be a great distance. That could mean weeks or months, or gods forbid, years. He wanted to make sure they were ful y prepared for whatever was required.


  Even though they were currently better stocked than they’d ever been he would stil barter for more supplies from the Serakian’s. Being over prepared would set him more at ease with what he was about to put his crew through.


  


  


  Analia woke. The unfamiliar rumbling of the ship reverberated through her core. How long had she been asleep? Obviously long enough that the scraps of food she’d last eaten were al but consumed by her body. The ache in her stomach punished her for it. She was weak, struggling to even move her arms, wrapping one around herself for added comfort. Icy chil s racked her. Shivering she stifled a groan, remembering where she was. A strange ship and an unknown crew. Her heart jumped as realization hit her.


  


  I’m Free.


  It was done. She was no longer on The Hel Ship. Grinning stupidly, tears began to stream down her temples. She had to keep herself from laughing out loud. A weight seemed to have lifted from her chest, making her feel lighter.Freedom, her mind repeated the word.


  Her joy was cut short, feeling herself going weaker by the minute. Her already cramped space seemed to grow smal er by each breath, the already dim light growing dimmer. Shifting her body in an attempt at a more comfortable position, she rested her head on the crook of her arm and stared at the blank gray wal . Once more, her stomach growled. She clutched it tightly in an attempt to silence it.


  She could only hope they docked soon so she could escapethisship and disappear into a faceless crowd. Her pulse jerked at the prospect. Being away from The Hel Ship was nearly intoxicating. But she knew even though she’d escaped she wasn’t safe yet.


  Getting on this ship had been easier than she could have imagined. Surely it would be just as easy getting off, Right?


  At the thought of Darius she grinned anew, imagining the look on his face when he found that his precious Analia was missing.


  Did she just giggle?It was possible she was becoming delusional from thirst and hunger.


  Just once, she would have loved to see the look of defeat on his face. To revel in the fact that she alone had bested him. Would he be engulfed in rage?


  Would he regret his treatment of her?Doubtful. Or would he set out straightaway to find her. Fear prickled her and she lost her good mood. That’s exactly what he would do.


  Theyhadto pul into a port soon. This was a merchant ship after al .


  Thinking back, did she cover her tracks wel enough? Would the search take long enough for her tocarry outher plan, or was he already on his way to claim her once more. She bit her lip with worry. There had been other ships to come and go that day. Hopeful y he wouldseek them outfirst.


  Please let him check the others first.


  She found it was becoming harder to keep her eyes open. Voices trailed through the smal grated door. To stay awake she tried to concentrate on the conversation outside. It must be the captain’s voice that she heard the loudest. His words were muffled. She scooted closer to the door to listen.


  Someone was saying something about … wards?


  “Once the wards are in place, you may begin your long journey.” This came from a commanding voice, a female voice.


  “My men are gathering the supplies you promised.”The captain?“They should be back shortly.” He paused. “Is this it? Is this al we are to transport?”


  “That is al that was requested of us. It is enough,” The woman’s voice proclaimed. “The contents of this box are without price. Irreplaceable. This is a very important task you undertake. Ethanule’s reasoning for choosingyouabove al others is … beyond me. Know this … if this box does not reach its intended destination you wil face the wrath of my entire race as wel as Ethanule’s.”


  Analia’s curiosity was piqued.


  “I assure you, Lady Hieskita, we are excel ent at what we do. There is no doubt …”


  “You understand your journey wil take you through the warring territories. Have you no reservations about that?” The womaninterrupted.


  “There are ways around those zones. It would only make the trip a little longer to avoid them. And if we must, we have maneuvered those territories many times before.” The captain’s reply sounded as though he was smiling at the chal enge.


  “You ful y understand the wards then? What wil happen if they’re breached?”


  “Yes,” He tried to conceal the exasperation in his tone. “If anyone leaves or enters the ship before the package is delivered the contract is annul ed … and we are stil required to deliver the package,without pay,” he said robotical y, emphasizing the last words. “Or riskwar from both you and Ethanule.”


  Lady Hieskita humphed and said nothing more.


  Analia laid back, alarmed by their words.Wards? Long journey? No one on or off the ship!She had to make her move now. But how? Her mind felt dul but she could tel there were many people out there. Too many for a clean escape, especial y with her slow reflexes and weary body. More than that, she had no idea where they were. How far had they come? Realizing now that she had no experience with new places, new cultures. She’d have no idea how to act, who to trust, how not to get herself kil ed.


  Maybe she could wait it out. How long could this trip be?


  Over her long life—and thanks to Darius’s favorite punishment—she found herself able to go without food for longer and longer periods of time. But how much longer could she last? Furthermore how long had it already been? She had no idea how long she’d been asleep. She was losing track of time. By the ferocity of her hunger she didn’t think she could hold out much longer.


  By the sound of soft approaching voices, the decision to stay and wait-it-out was made for her. It seemed the crew had returned with the awaited supplies.


  The captain took one last moment to reassure the Lady Hieskita.


  “I pray for your safe journey,” She replied. Then the room went silent until she began chanting. Ancient sounding words that dripped with power and energy fil ed the empty space around her. Energy slithered and writhed around her, it clung to her—tiny tendrils clamoring, seeking a way inside. At first she resisted, using her own energy to push against it, but it pushed harder. The power didn’t feel malicious, just strong. Analia relaxed a little, al owing the strange energy to do as it wished. Flittering through her like a warm embrace before dissipating.


  When the woman’s chanting died out she said simply, “The wards are in place.”


  


  The captain said his goodbyes and thanked the woman. After a short while, a great sound rumbled the ship.


  The ship was on the move once again.


  Analia’s body felt colder and weaker than before. Her initial resistance to the odd energy had cost her. Breaths coming in short spurts, she curled into a bal in an attempt to warm her shuddering body. When that didn’t work she al owed the weariness to overcome and she welcomed the cradling arms of unconsciousness.


  


  


  Sebastian was damn curious about that box. Never had a job been racked with such complications. His crew was used to docking at a space city every-so-often for supplies, equipment, and entertainment.They’d never gone more than a few weeks without stopping for some reason or another.


  They were stocked to the brim for this trip, but it wil be a trial for the crew, being onboard the ship for so long. After receiving their intended destination from Lady Hieskita he figured the trip could take a little more than eight months, maybe ten. Once the job was completed he would make sure they al had some much-needed time away from theMarada. Maybe find a cozy planet, brimming with fresh women.


  The wards spooked him, knowing they were there yet unseen, like a parasite attached to his beloved ship. In the past he had refused many jobs, due to such restrictions in the contract. This one however, promised to pay the equivalent of more than ten commissions combined, nearly double what he’d first thought it would be. He couldn’t refuse.


  To his utter shock, Ethanule had personal y requested theMaradafor this mission.Why?


  Ethanule was the leader of a smal faction of pirates. They’d done one job for him in the past, a smal commission at that. There was nothing chal enging about it, nothing that would prove any real worth as a merchant or a cargo ship. And Sebastian hadn’t hid his distaste for pirates. His family openly disliked them, since their father had been brutal y murdered by pirates.


  But sometimes, a job is just a job.


  His thoughts drifted back to the parcel. What could be so important that came in such a smal package? That which could invoke the wrath of an entire race? This commission could either be a great achievement or his utter destruction.


  Calic eyed him warily, possibly thinking the same thing. “Our course has been downloaded into the ships navigation system, Captain.”


  “Good. Let’s getgoing then. Cale, take command.”


  Calic nodded and assumed control of the bridge.


  Sebastian left, taking the stairway just outside leading up to his quarters. His was the closest room to the control room, just above itin fact. If he were needed,he wanted to be able to take command as quickly as possible.


  A large, domed window, covering half the room,ceiling to floor, revealed a vast spacescape. Unlike the one in the control room, this one did not double as an oversized communication screen, just provided a great view.


  TheMaradaitself was complete with luxuries, unusual y so for a typical merchant ship. The previous owner—an extravagant and apparently rich individual


  —had adorned the ship with every luxury one could think of. There was a spa room with an oversized pool, a built in pub separate from the gal ey and salon. There was even a large room dressed with soil, live plants and an artificial stream of recirculating water. The place reminded many onboard of their home planets.


  But what was most amazing was theMarada’s water recycling and regeneration system, unusual for such a large ship. Where many ships used the more economical powder enzyme shower systems,Maradaused real water. The system al owed for an abundant use of water—one of the scarcest commodities in deep space—over long periods of time. Water could be used and recycled many times over without contaminants entering the system.


  The only drawback was every few decades, fresh water needed to be added to the system, siphoned from a planet that was overflowing with it.


  Everything about the ship was made to provide a sense of comfort.


  Even though it was constructed like a cruise ship, great attention was paid to the internal workings of the ship as wel . It was state-of-the-art in defense and weaponry, as wel as navigation. The ship came complete with an extensive database of galaxies, solar systems, stars, planets, different races, andextremely detailed information about places, far out of reach.


  Yes,the day he, Cale, and their sister Sonya had stolen it they found that they had acquired a good ship indeed. It had beenfive hundred years ago,the day of the betrayal, and the beginning of the war that ultimately destroyed their home planet. It was a war between his people and the warmongers who cal ed themselves Kayadon.


  The Kayadon had come in fast,without warning. Only a select few had known what was coming, and many of those who knew chose to betray their people and their planet, in favor of the infidels. People like their mother and Calic’s mate. He thought of them now with venom in his heart.Cowards.


  Shortly after the war had begun he and his brother had received word that the fighting was nearing their vil age. After a quick meeting among the elders, al able men were cal ed to arms. The brothers hadn’t hesitated to join the fray, to protect their homes and families.


  Sonya had spent hours begging to come along. She wanted to fight as badly as they had. Sebastian, being the eldest male in the family—seven hundred at the time—refused. Not that she couldn’t take care of herself. She had always been a strong fighter, trained by Sebastian himself. Her speed was incredible. She was faster than anyone in the vil age, including Cale. He wouldn’t let her fight because he couldn’t stand the thought of losing her in battle.


  He had always been fiercely protective of her. Both he and Calic stil were.


  Readying their battle gear, Cale and Sebastian were unaware of the danger in their own home. The two women had approached as if to kiss them goodbye, instead, injected them with a poison that wouldn’t kil them but would render them weak and therefore useless in a fight. The poison was nearly instantaneous. Both men—disoriented,muscles slack and weak—howled in rage at the women. Sonya too, screamed her horror.What have you done!He recal ed her saying over and over again.


  “The Kayadon have come to lead us,” their Mother had ranted in a radical tone he’d never before heard her use. For the first time he noticed the glossy glazed look in her eyes. Fanatical y she spouted her support for the Kayadon.


  The brothers, along with Sonya—seething with anger, and a newfound hatred—had left the two women behind as they made their escape. The fighting was close and they could not defend themselves. Survival instincts had taken over.


  They thought to hide out in a cave, or the woods til the poison passed through their systems, and they once again regained their strength.


  That’s when they came uponMarada, belonging to a solitary Kayadian nobleman waiting to stake a claim on their home planet. The interloper had landed his ship far enough away from the war zone to not get involved but close enough that he could join in the victory when it was over. The bastard never lived to see the end of the war.


  After Sonya slit the man’s throat Sebastian and Calic readied the ship for take-off. There was a short period of trial and error with the controls. Their kind had always been swift learners.


  The Kayadon had swiftly won the war. Their weapons had been far more advanced at the time, and they had the element of surprise. Soon after their victory,they had scorched the demon planet to the point of being uninhabitable. TheKayadonhad taken what they could and enslaved many of his people.


  Sebastian shook away the memories of that terrible day. He hated, that after twelve hundred years, it stil haunted him. Sebastian could see the anger festering within his brother too, and it had only grown over these long years. He feared that one day his brother could be lost to the rage forever.


  Sebastian showered quickly, and dressed before setting out for the pub.


  At present Sonya was in charge ofMarada’s pub. She seemed happy there. But, every once-in-awhile he would see in her eyes the same look that he sometimes caught in his own, or Cale’s. A deep mourning for the loss of the home they would never know again.


  Sebastian entered the pub—Sonya liked to cal itThe Demon’s Punchbowl—and took a seat. Sonya spotted him and waved while attending Bertok, a trusted crewmember who has been with them for years. Bertok shifted to nod a silent greeting at Sebastian, then turned back to his drink.


  “Hey!” Sonya smiled sashaying toward Sebastian. Her thin tail—a trait of female demons—swung side to side as she walked, making her look more seductive. Sebastiangroundhis teeth at that, he suspected she did that intentional y. Amazingly the men on the ship were smart enough to stay away from her. They understood that he or Cale would kil anyone who dare hurt her. He also knew that Sonya resented their over protectiveness. Sebastian smiled as she approached.


  “Hi Sunny,” he liked to cal her that because she hated it. To his amusement she scowled.


  “What can I do forBastard?”


  He smiled wider. “I’l take some of that new stuff you got in.”


  “Ah, the raging inferno, it’s pretty strong even for us demons.” Demons had a larger tolerance for alcohol than most others.


  “Good, the stronger the better.”


  Sonya poured him a generous glass and then poured a shot for herself. She lifted the tiny glass expectantly. It was a ritual that they’d brought with them from their home planet. Whenever an unfamiliar drink was imbibed, it was always done in the company of a friend or loved one. The practice arose fol owing a string of serial murders through the use of poison mixed with foreign alcohols. Turned out an insane member of the demon community was going around kil ing off his friends. Imported alcohols had been used because a demon could easily detect poison through taste, but with previously unconsumed substances that talent was nul ified. Now, the simple ritual was a sign of trust and friendship.


  Sebastian raised his glass.


  While Sebastian sipped his drink Sonya downed hers in one gulp, slamming her glass on the counter. “Good stuff,” she declared. Sebastian nodded his agreement. “So,” she continued. “We’re stuck on the ship for some time I hear.” Again Sebastian nodded. “Wel , it’l be good for business.” Perking up she poured herself another shot.


  Even though Sonya was much more lenient with her pricing than the larger pubs in the spacecities, whenever they docked she always lost her clientele to the more lavish entertainment the cities provided.


  Sonya had made a profitable business out of her pub, wisely saving for her own future, not that she was leaving her boys anytime soon. Rather than use the ships funds she used pub profits to purchase whatever supplies she required, leaving herself independent of her brothers. That seemed to be important to her.


  She also insisted on paying rent for her space. Sebastian had refused but Sonya was persistent, giving him ten percent of her earnings each month. He saved everything she gave him, planning to give it al back to her one day—which, if he knew Sonya, would surely piss her off. Sebastian chuckled out loud at that. When Sonya gave him a questioning look, he just shook his head and went back to his drink.


  “So what’s the load this time?” She asked.


  “Don’t know, something very smal . Too smal for the pay if you ask me. But the package is sealed and the contract is void if we take even a peek.”


  “Hey, sometimes the best things come in smal packages. Just look at me.” She did her best I’m-just-a-cute-little-demon impression, which always made him laugh. For a female demon Sonya was on the smal side, a meager five foot four. So was Sebastian for that matter though he towered over her with a height of six two.


  “You’re right,” he said, ruffling her long, black-as-pitch hair. She bel owed out a curse in demonish, their native language, while swatting his hand away.


  


  Vainly, she rushed to fix the disheveled mess. Her violet eyes blazed with irritation, and a little amusement.


  Sebastian continued to sip his drink reflectively, as Sonya went about her business, refil ing glasses and seeing to anyone who entered.


  He hoped the decision he had made to accept this commission was the right one. Sonya’s words repeated in his mind. Whether or not the package was large or smal it was significant to someone. Significant to a lot of someone’s, it seemed. He couldn’t help but wonder why they would trusthimwith it?


  Finishing the last of the raging inferno Sebastian waved his goodbye to Sonya. Calic would be in charge for the next few hours so he had some time to kil before he took command again. In the gym he worked out some of his pent up energy. A few hours later he took a dip in the pool, swimming laps for about an hour. Most days he hated his downtime, always felt he should be doing something. After the pool he felt relaxed, and headed to his quarters for some rest before it came time to relieve Cale.


  


  


  


  Chapter 3


  


  Nearly a ful week had passed and al was calm.


  Sebastian had been working his crew hard. Round-the-clock detail. Each day brought them closer to their goal.


  No one had complained. Everyone seemed as eager as he to get this one over with. Maybe they sensed what he did. There was something different about this commission. It was taken more seriously by everyone. Even the most careless of the crew were noticeably working harder.


  Sebastian was at his command center, checking the status of their progress. For the last weekMarada’s engines had been churning at nearly constant ful speed. It wasn’t fast enough. He had hoped to be further along than this.


  Sighing out loud he settled into his chair, watching the vision of space at his front. It was stoic, calm, and never ending—deadly, if you weren’t careful.


  He imagined how different his life would be if he stil lived on his home planet. If the war hadn’t destroyed it, and if he’d never been betrayed by those closest to him. He would have found a woman, he supposed, made a family. He would have built them an adequate home on his ancestors land, and he would have strove every day to keep it up. Life would have been … boring.


  As it was he loved his adventurous existence, leading his crew, and meeting al the strange races of the universe. Learning and mastering al the different languages and cultures. It gave him a purpose.


  A faint groan jarred him from his thoughts, barely audible against the steady rumble of the ship, but distinct. Sebastian looked around. No one else seemed to have heard it.


  Another moan, this one even quieter … anguished. His brows drew together. He had definitely heard something. Sniffing, there was something different in the air. Had been for a while but Sebastian hadn’t thought much of it.


  He stood, concentrating on the source, opening his ears to the smal est noise. Al he heard was the hum of the ship. The sound had been very close. He thought it had come from behind, but the only thing back there was the bulkhead and a smal maintenance compartment.


  Approaching the wal he stood silent, a rasping sound came from the other side. He bent down to open the door to the smal compartment and staggered back in shock as a pair of tiny bare feet came into view.


  “Who’s this?” He bel owed, his voice a mix of threat and confusion. His horns heated as his body reacted to the flood of demon rage.


  The owner of the wee feet made no move.


  Sebastian bent closer, cautiously placing his hand on a thin ankle—stil no movement—he began to pul until a ful y feminine body emerged from the smal space.


  The first thing he noticed was how thin and frail she looked, as though she would break with a light squeeze. She was marked with dirt from head to toe. A dingy, piece of cloth clung to her like a second skin, barely covering her.


  He moved his gaze to her face. Her skin was pale but flawless, poutylips,ful and a tempting shade of pink, blond curling locks draped over her bare shoulders.The femaleshivered.


  “Who are you?” He ground out, final y pul ing himself from his stupor. He realized he was holding her upper body in his arms.When had he reached for her?


  At his booming voice her eyes flew open—if he wasn’t already on the ground he would have fal en to his knees—Sebastian was instantly lost. The ship fel away and there was only her. The blue of her eyes was indescribable, so light they unabashedly pul ed him in. No color imaginable compared. Her eyes turned pleading, for what? He didn’t know, but at that moment he would have given it to her.


  What was wrong with him?


  Too soon the color dul ed and her head lol ed before she slipped into unconsciousness. Sebastian,alarmed more than he should have been,felt for a pulse.


  Faint but stil there.


  The natural sounds of the ship slammed into him, as his surroundings came back into focus. Some of the crew had already gathered around, apparently repeating questions he hadn’t heard them ask. They looked at him expectantly, and at her with curiosity.


  Lifting her off the ground Sebastian took note of her weightlessness.


  “Back to your posts!” he ordered, and then carried her out of the room without another word. The crew must have been as shocked as he was, to find this tiny creature, because none of them moved at his command. He didn’t care, his only focus was getting her to the doctor—so he could find out how she was able to get onto his ship, not so he could see the vivid color of her eyes again.


  Racing down the hal he hardly noticed people stopped to stare at the stranger in his arms. The elevator made him impatient, moving slower than he remembered. He should get someone to look at it. Final y he reached the deck housing sickbay. A few more passageways and he was there, the doors parted for him and he careful y laid her on one of the cots.


  From a desk in the corner of the room, Dr. Oshwald looked up. He was a thin lengthy man from one of the short lived races.


  


  It seemed to take the doctor a moment to comprehend the sudden disturbance before he rushed to Sebastian’s side surveying the situation. His jaw dropped.


  “Where …? Who is …?” He studied her as Sebastian had, prickling his ire.


  In a pointed voice Sebastian replied. “I don’t know who she is. I just found her hiding in a maintenance compartment. She looks on the brink of death.”


  With a skil ful determination, Dr. Oshwald went to work while Sebastian leaned against the wal , arms crossed, and watched. The doctor came from a race of healers, their unique gifts worked on most but not al . Sebastian had no knowledge of the mechanics behind the doctor’s invaluable gift. He’d asked him about it once and the doctor had told him that it was like looking inside the body with his mind’s eye. Oshwald could search out the problem and then fix it as needed. That’s what he was doing now, searching through the female’s body, al the while intermediately checking her vitals in stony silence. Sebastian made his impatience known, and the doctor final y began his healing touch, placing a hand near her heart and the other at the crown of her head.


  He stayed like that for a lengthy time. The whole while she didn’t stir, didn’t make a sound, the breathing movements of her chest were light and barely noticeable.


  A sheen of sweat began to glisten on the doctor’s forehead. Final y he removed his hands, and slumped in his chair with obvious exhaustion. With effort, he wiped his forehead before he spoke. “She wil live.” The words were heavy. “If she’d been brought to me any later, there would have been nothing I could have done for her.” Again he paused to catch his breath. “Forgive me, she took much of my energy.”


  Sebastian waited patiently for him to continue at his own pace.


  “I’ve healed her body but she has been without nourishment for a long time it seems.”


  “Are you saying she was in there starving to death?”


  The doctor nodded.


  “How long?”


  “I couldn’t say for sure. So many different races so many different dietary needs. We won’t know until she wakes and can answer for herself.”


  Sebastian knew that many races could survive long periods without food. A demon could go three or more months without nourishment. You would have yourself an irritable demon, but he would be alive. If this creature was anything like a demon she could have been hiding on his ship for months.


  As the doctor continued his business, fury began to rise in Sebastian. Before, irrational y, he had felt compassion for her. Now he had regained his senses and was livid at her trespass. How dare she think to steal herself onto his ship? Then a thought burned through him, settling deep in his gut.What of the wards?


  


  


  Analia fel in and out of blurred consciousness, the muted gray maintenance compartment tightened around her. She had waited too long and had run out of time, her body was giving up. She knew she had only two choices ahead of her. Make her presence known within the tiny compartment, or resign herself to death. At least it washerchoice to make and though she was dying,she basked in that thought. No matter what she chose, her last action would be that of a free woman.


  Inside the cramped box she felt herself trying to leave her body. But she fought it.Why?Death would be so much easier. Suddenly there was a warmth around her ankle, and then strong arms around her torso. A voice cal ed her from the darkness. She sensed the presence of others with her, but strangely she didn’t feel threatened.I must final y be dead.


  When she opened her eyes she saw the most beautiful male she could have ever envisioned.He had the blackest hair,andacontrasting goldenshade ofeyes that shimmered with some kind of emotion she was not familiar with. His features were exquisite, and he was so warm pressed against her freezing skin. She wanted to stay in his arms forever. He must be a being of the afterlife, come to guide her through deaths doors. Her body stil hurt with a lingering grasp of life, but that would soon be gone.


  When the man began to fade, she begged with everything she had left for him to stay with her. But he was soon gone, a dark abyss taking his place.


  


  


  Fuzzy, she awoke. Awareness came to her slowly as her mind brushed away the thick haze. She was no longer curled in a bal on a cold hard ground.


  Keeping her eyes closed, she accessed her other senses to evaluate her situation.


  Her chest hurt and her limbs were heavy and unresponsive. She was lying on something that was soft but firm. A musky fragrance lingered nearby.


  Cautiously, she peaked from underneath her lashes.


  The beautiful being that she had thought would guide her through the portals of death, loomed over her. No longer were his eyes warm, but an immense coldness covered his features. She realized then that she must be alive. Fear swept through her with renewed strength, and her heart sped. His eyes flickered toward her as he noticed she was awake.


  In a deep too-calm-voice he asked, “Where did you come from?” It unnerved her because Darius would sound that way when the pain was about to start.


  She stifled a whimper, seeing this man as her newest threat. He could be just like Darius, especial y if he found out about her gift. She wanted to curl up into a protective bal but her arms and legs felt like lead.


  Growing visibly impatient the man waited for her answer.


  


  She didn’t know how sheshouldanswer. Would he take her back to The Hel Ship if she told him? She thought he might. He did business with Darius and would want to stay on good terms with him. Yes, he would definitely return her to hel .


  Maybe she shouldn’t answer at al . Pretend ignorance of his language. Pasting a look of confusion on her face she shook her head as if to sayI don’t understand. The smal movement was painful, causing her eyes to go temporarily blind. She let her head drop to the soft pil ow beneath it.


  “Sebastian, she’s stil recovering. She could stil be in shock.” A voice offered from her right. Her gaze darted painful y to the other man, she recognized him as a doctor.


  Sebastian’s harsh gaze didn’t waver. It became darker as he silently demanded an answer from her.


  Analia decided to remain quiet.


  “When did you sneak onto my ship?” He emphasized the word my. When she didn’t answer he leaned his body over her, bringing his face close to hers, his hands landing on either side of her head, boxing her in. Two inches was the only thing that separated them. “You wil answer me.”


  The warmth of his breath rol ed over her and stroked her skin making her shiver. She stared, wide eyed. His golden glare bore into her, demanding obedience and surrender. Something protruding from his hair caught her attention.Horns?Her heart picked up a notch and her breath hitched. His features were godlike, perfectly shaped. She felt the need to touch his face but her arms stil would not respond. Then for some reason she became hypnotized by his lips. As she inhaled his delicious scent her mouth watered for a taste. Ever so slowly she inched forward. His lips parted slightly, encouraging her. With a start she realized she was becoming … aroused?


  “Can you speak miss?” Thankful y the doctor interjected, freeing her gaze and putting an end to …whatever it was she was about to do.


  Sebastian pushed away from her with a growl.


  They must have given her something, she rationalized, some kind of drug. Darius never hesitated to keep her drugged for long periods of time. Grinding her teeth she thought, this was turning out to be just another hel ship.


  Then she realized why she couldn’t move her arms or legs. She was strapped down. Al thought left her and she cried out, struggling against the restraints.


  Anger soon turned in to panic as she fought uselessly to free herself.


  The doctor placed his hands on her shoulders to hold her stil . “It’s okay. We only strapped you down so you wouldn’t rol off the bed.” His attempt to calm her didn’t work. As she continued to flail she could feel the skin around her wrists start to break and bleed. Breathing was becoming labored as the panic grew like a virus inside her.


  “Calm yourself woman.” Amazingly she stil ed at Sebastian’s clipped words. His voice, stil commanding, held a hint of concern. Or was she imagining that? Staring straight at the ceiling, drawing in deep breaths, she contemplated how that one phrase had diminished her distress.The drugs?She quickly surmised. The concern in his voice was only for his equipment, and not for her wel being. She registered the feel of hot tears streaming down her face.


  Sebastian continued, “The restraints wil stay until I receive answers.”


  “How do you feel?” The doctor resumed his questioning, as if he hadn’t stripped her wil away with his drugs.


  She locked her jaw and stubbornly refused to talk.


  He then focused his attention on Sebastian and they began speaking as if she wasn’t there. “I’ve healed her as best I can,though I suggest she get some sustenance in her, so her body can take over the healing process. I’m not sure what species she is. The shape of her ears should give us a clue.”


  Analia knew herears were abnormal, pointed with a slightly rounded tip. She had never seen anyone with ears like hers. It was the one thing that made her feel more alone than being locked away in isolation.


  “What of her blood sample? Have you found anything there?”


  Blood!Analia again became alarmed. Would they be able to determine her ability though her blood?Would there be something different about it? How could there not be? Everything about her was different!


  Sebastian keenly noticed her reaction to his words and gave her a crooked smile. She hated herself for thinking it sexy.


  “So youcanunderstand us.” It wasn’t a question. “Then you can answer my questions. Where did you come from? When?”


  Analia nibbled her bottom lip, sickened at not being able to better control her emotions.


  Impatient, Sebastian grated. “Tel me, damn you … What is your name?” She flinched. He took note of her reaction and calmed his tone, “Just give me a name.”


  A name wouldn’t hurt. It wouldn’t tel him anything about where she had come from. She hesitated for a moment and then opened her lips to speak, stopped however, at her dry cracked throat. She had to swal ow several times before she could speak.


  Noticing her discomfort the doctor lifted a glass of water to her mouth. She turned her head away, refusing to drink. The last thing she needed was more of their drugs in her system. Shrugging he put the glass back down.


  “My name is Analia.” Her voice was pained.


  “Analia,” Sebastian repeated in his deep rumble. She stifled another shiver at the sound of her name on his tongue. “Let the doctor give you some water Analia.”


  “No.” She cleared her throat, trying to summon her own moisture.


  “Why not? You must be thirsty.”


  


  “Why not? You must be thirsty.”


  “Because you’ve most likely drugged it. You’ve already given me something, I can tel , it’s making me react … differently.”


  Sebastian glanced at the doctor. “Have you given her anything?”


  The doctor shook his head. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”—pause—“But, again, I haven’t been able to determine her species. She may be having a reaction to one of our medicines.” Focusing on her again the doctor asked, “How are you feeling exactly?”


  “I … just …” She couldn’t tel him that she seemed to desire his captain. “I just feel strange.” Her head fel back and she al owed her eyes to close as a wave of dizziness washed through her.


  “You need to drink some water. It wil make you feel better” Sebastian commanded again.


  Again she refused with a simple shake of her head.


  “We haven’t drugged it, I promise you.”


  “I have no reason to take your word on it”


  A tick started in his jaw. She got the feeling that he wasn’t used to being disobeyed. He reached for the glass and took a swift gulp. Analia watched the thick muscles of his throat work as he swal owed. “There, is that enough proof for you?”


  “You could be immune,” She rasped.


  Growling he shoved the glass at her. “Drink it or I’l make you drink it.”


  A hard dry gulp stuck in her throat. She tried to reach out for the glass but her bindings held her tight.


  Frustrated she began struggling again. Sebastian placed his hand on her stomach, and she froze completely, shocked at its gentle weight.


  Afraid to look at him—and risk becoming entranced again—she kept her gaze on the ceiling. Her stomach quivered under his hand. “Remove your hand”


  she managed, though her voice was less commanding than she meant for it to be.


  “If you promise to stay calm and take a drink, I wil free you from your restraints.”


  Slowly she nodded, not trusting him in the least. He began at her feet, his hands lightly brushing her skin. Leaving trails of warmth fol owed by a lingering coolness. Where he touched her she felt a jolt of energy.


  To her humiliation her body began to react again. What did it think? That he was going to take her here? On the table? In front of the doctor? The thought sobered her. She didn’t want anything to do with him. He was just another obstacle keeping her from her freedom. After he unclasped her wrists, she sat up and al owed her legs to drop over the edge of the bed. As if to saya deals a deal, he held out the glass and she took it. Bringing it to her lips she took a smal sip. It tasted … okay. The smal amount of liquid was quickly absorbed and she took another sip. Soon she was gulping back the cool drink with fervor, barely taking a moment to gasp for air. She hadn’t realized how badly she was in need of it.


  “Good girl,” Sebastian said when she set down the empty glass.


  Unexpectedly he scooped her up in his arms. She’d been so taken by surprise at the sudden action that she’d actual y wrapped her arms around his neck for support. When she realized what she was doing she weakly pushed away from him. She wasn’t long in his grasp,as he had only crossed to the other side of the room,and set her down on a thin cot within a smal alcove—which became like a smal room when a solid beam of energy flashed between them.


  A force field? It was clear with a slight haze, masking everything outside of it in an auburn hue.


  She rol ed her eyes.From one prison to another!


  “There. You’re free of your restraints.”


  She made a rough noise in her throat. “You cal this free.”


  “It’s as free as you’re al owed on my ship. You’ve committed a serious crime by smugglingyourself onto my ship. It requires serious punishment. I’m wil ing to be lenient, though, if you tel me where you came from I promise to take you back there unharmed.”


  “I’d rather die.” She supplied.


  He raised an eyebrow at that,and waited a moment before speaking again. “You’re in luck then. The punishment for your crimeisdeath.” He scanned for a reaction. When he didn’t receive one he continued. “If you don’t tel me where you came from then your only other option is to be released into space.


  Actual y, you’d be releasing yourself into space. In my culture it would be seen as an honorable death.” He crossed his arms in expectation.


  Analia considered his words careful y. He was offering her death at her own hand. She’d considered suicide before—many, many times before. But, as closely guarded as she was, she had never been given ample opportunity. Now it was being offered to her on a silver platter. Thinking over her life, she could only cal up memories of suffering, and sorrow. There wasn’t a single moment that brought her joy. No memory she invoked sparked a hint of happiness to make her want to cling to this existence. Could she real y push the button that would end her completely?


  Yes.


  Shoulders slumping ever so slightly.At least I had tried. Her greatest, and sadly, soul achievement was her escape from The Hel Ship. If she were dead Darius could truly never hurt her again. The time she had spent in the smal maintenance room had changed her completely. Even though she was technical y stil trapped, it was a smal taste of what true freedom could be. It had been her choice, her decision and no one else that brought her here, now. She had felt the power of freedom and knew she could never go back. The moment she set one foot back on the hel ship would be the moment her spirit broke completely, reducing her to a mere shel of herself.


  And here she was, locked up at the amusement of yet another arrogant captain. If she couldn’t bephysical yfree, then his offer was the only way to end her suffering. With her decision resolved she met Sebastian’s gaze, “I accept your offer.”


  “Good. First tel me the moment you came to be on my ship.”


  “No. I accept your other offer.” She almost smiled when his jaw dropped.


  


  


  


  Chapter 4


  


  Sebastian felt his face frozen in shock. Had she just agreed to kil herself? He’d only suggested that to scare her into giving him the information he wanted. There was no way he was going to let her kil herself, at least not while the wards were stil in place. Was she that desperate to escape wherever it was she had come from?


  When he’d told her he planned to take her back she had given him a look of such misery and … betrayal? He’d almost wanted to take it back.Almost.


  Gaining composure he considered the prospect that she was cal ing his bluff.That must be it. She didn’t look like she had the courage to commit such an act. His easy smile returned.


  The force field masked her in a soft haze, she seem to shimmer with a glow that made her look ethereal. Earlier he had scented her sweet arousal and was stil trying to recover from its impact.


  When she had been on the medical bed he thought to frighten her into talking, using his natural y commanding voice and large demon body to intimidate her. At first it looked as though it had worked … then, her eyes had grown heated, dilating as she stared at his horns, his lips. Her body had grown hot with need. The lidsof her eyes had drooped to half-mast. He thought she might kiss him just then, and damn it if that wasn’t exactly what he was craving in that moment.


  He’d gone instantly hard for her. Sebastian had never been caught off guard like that in his life. Everything in him was screaming for him to claim her. The scent of her desire was almost maddening.


  The doctor hadn’t noticed the exchange when he interrupted, pul ing her gaze away from where he wanted it, and the man had almost lost his head because of it. It had taken Sebastian a moment, but he calmed himself enough to save the doctors life. His lower region, however, refused to listen to reason.


  She was staring at him now with those beseeching eyes and he realized he hadn’t said anything for a while.


  “Very wel .” If she was going to cal his bluff, he would cal hers right back. “Do you have the strength to walk?” She nodded. Disengaging the force field he motioned for her to fol ow him.


  Dr. Oshwald looked appal ed. “Captain?”


  Sebastian waived him off. The doors swooshed open and he stepped out into the hal way, Analia timidly fol owing close behind. His goal was to trick her into thinking he was going to force her to do this. Without a doubt she would break—he imagined it would be at the last moment—admitting everything he wanted to know, and would beg him to al ow her to live.


  He couldn’t imagine her home was so horrible that she would wil ingly submit to suicide in order to keep herself from it. Who would hurt such a delicate creature? Who wouldn’t strive to make such a beauty content in every way?


  At first he suspected her to be some flippant spoiled wife, running away to torment her husband for some trivial thing. But that wouldn’t account for her appearance when he’d first found her. Her clothing was nothing but a torn piece of cloth, obviously neglected for some time, suggesting she and her husband might be impoverished. He peaked at her from the corner of his eye. Her hair was golden with hints of red when struck by light. Her features were not the features of a poor woman. A woman that looked like her should be on the arm of some wealthy male who would lavish her with gifts and jewelry and anything else she might crave. Perhaps her husband didn’t take good care of her. His loss, Sebastian would take her off his hands … for a little while at least. Eventual y he would dispose of her in some corner of the universe, before she could become attached.


  His gaze dipped to the sorry rags she wore. Dirt fil ed, ratty, and tattered as it was,it couldn’t disguise her natural beauty.In fact, it was just the opposite. It revealed every curve of her body leaving nothing to the imagination, and it swished seductively against her thighs as she moved.


  As they walked—wel ,hewalked, she appeared to glide down the hal —they began to gather a crowd. Sebastian hadn’t anticipated the shipsresidents. He rarely walked the hal s for pleasure. People stopped what they were doing in mid action to gape at the newcomer. He ignored them as best he could.


  Analia, however, was looking at everything and everyone, as if she were surrounded by the most interesting things in the universe. When they passed by a mother and her smal child Analia stopped short and let out a gasp. The child, a smal round faced boy with short blond hair, smiled sweetly and waved at her, drawing from Analia an amazed giggle. The sound reached something deep inside him and he couldn’t keep from glancing at her. She was smiling too. The sight of it caused him to lose his footing and he stumbled.


  Righting himself, his curiosity of the awe she seemed to be feeling got the better of him. “You act as though you’ve never seen a child.”


  “I haven’t.” She stated simply, stil smiling at the little boy as they continued past.


  “How is that possible?”


  She merely shrugged.


  He let it drop for now. The entire length of their journey, he al owed her to linger and marvel at anything that caught her eye. Her obvious unfamiliarity with the most common things fascinated him. A smal window into space drew her attention for a moment, she looked as though she were savoring it rather than imagining herself out there. Her nose flared at a fragrance as they passed Marik’s gal ey and the adjoining salon. If a door was open as they passed, she crooked her neck to see more.


  Sebastian was sure that, anyone who seemed to want to experience al the things around her, would never do what she expected him to believe she was about to do.


  Eventual y they reached the exterior maintenance access chamber. A smal room that had two hatchways, one hatch that closed off the smal room from the inner ship and the other, when activated, opened to space. Right now, the room was deactivated, hadn’t been used in years.


  He led her into to the chamber and pointed to a button. “When the room is sealed al you need do is press this button and the hatch wil open.”


  Analia regarded the button warily. “That’s al ?”


  “That’s al .” He noted her sickened expression and felt he was about to win this battle of wil s,“Unless you’ve changed your mind?” He offered.


  For a moment she just stared at the button, then, “No. I’m ready.” Her voice remained steady, almost light in tone. He expected to hear a quiver or supply a twinge of doubt.


  Could she truly mean to do this?


  “Do you know what happens to a body out there, without protection?”


  She looked him dead in the eye, hers ful of cold understanding and he knew the truth of it before she spoke. “Yes … I do,” Her tone was grave. He had no doubt that she very wel may have witnessed such an event first hand. The revelation dropped his stomach like a solid piece of iron.


  While keeping his face blank, he stepped out of the room. She turned to him then and he prayed she was about to cave, no longer fil ed with confidence.


  “Thank you,” she said. Her eyes were slightly glossed.


  Sebastian scowled at her. She was looking at him as if he was doing her a great kindness, instead of ending her life. It felt so wrong. “Don’t thank me for this.” He forced himself to close the door, with only a sliver of hope now, that she didn’t press that button.


  Turning her back, she stood motionless for a heartbeat … two. Sebastian found himself desperate to see her face, to have her look at him so he could implore her to ask for her life.If she would only ask.


  His heart sank as her hand rose above the button. He watched, glued to her actions, as though this were truly a matter of life and death. As if that button would do anything at al . She didn’t know this was only a game. Her hand was steady. She accepted as truth, that once her hand came down her life was over.


  


  


  Analia waited as Sebastian exited the smal room and closed the door behind him. Her heart was racing in her chest. A lump settled in her throat. Aside from her bodies reaction to the knowledge that it was about to die, she was at peace. There would be no more fighting for her, no more suffering. She felt light as though a great burden had, or was about to be, lifted. She wanted to smile and hug Sebastian for this gift but al she could manage was a simplethank you, and she almost couldn’t get that out. He would never know how much she appreciated what he was al owing her.


  Sebastian had asked her if she knew what was about to happen to her. She knew al too wel . A few years back, Darius had caught one of his crew stealing from him, and as his punishment the offender was thrown into space just as she was about to be now. Darius had made her watch the cruel scene, she remembered him smiling at her as though he were providing her entertainment. The only thing she could remember was the torment burned into the poor man’s features as he suffocated to death. After several moments it looked as though something in him had ruptured, blood seeped from his nose and mouth. His eyes appeared to boil away, his body twisting in agony. He was conscious through al of this. It was a very unpleasant way to die.


  When Analia had first discovered what was about to happen to the man she thought it would be over quickly for him, but it was not quick enough. The poor man’s horror fil ed face was etched in her mind forever.


  Even having the knowledge Analia was not afraid.It would be over soonshe reassured herself. There wil be pain at first, but it would be nothing compared to everything she’d been forced to live through.


  Sebastian’s face was truly grave when he left the room and she could only hope that he wouldn’t regret al owing her this … final freedom.


  She raised her hand above the button, excited for the prospect of what was to come in the afterlife. She let her hand fal .


  Nothing happened.


  Perhaps she didn’t press it hard enough. She pressed it again, stil nothing. She pressed harder, using the weight of her entire body. She began to bang her fist against the damn button.


  Then the door opened—not the one she was hoping for—and Sebastian entered with a growl. She looked at him accusatorily and backed away.


  “Why?” Anger shook her voice.


  “I wanted to know if you were serious.” He sneered, gradual y approaching.


  Analia kept the distance between them until she was backed against the wal . “You were just playing with me!” It was a statement not a question. Hearing the hurt in her own voice, she was disgusted with herself for believing him. Her stomach retched. Freedom once again ripped from her grasp.


  “Why would you want to do that?” His voice was rough and ful of venom.


  “Why wouldn’t I?” she whispered, refusing to elaborate.


  “Wel ?” He demanded.


  Ful realization hit her. Eyes closed briefly, her body slumped in defeat. He was going to keep her alive. “Do what you wil with me, but I don’t have to tel you anything.”


  


  Without warning, he hooked large hands around her waist and threw her over his shoulder. She gasped with surprise. She thought she should scratch, scream, or bite him to get away, but what good would it do? She felt the strength of his arm around her legs, his hand on her thigh tightened as if he had read her thoughts. If she could get away she wouldn’t get far, and it would only worsen her situation. In defeat she al owed her body to fal against him.


  Carried al the way back to sickbay, she was once again placed in the little room, force field in place. He stood there for a moment—she refused to look at him. The doctor said nothing at their reappearance, only watched with silent reserve.


  Final y Sebastian left the room and she remained where he’d dropped her, fil ed with a dul detached feeling.


  Her little room consisted of only a smal cot protruding from the wal with a thin but plush mattress, a lightweight soft blanket, and a pil ow. The pil ows softness consumed her as she laid her head on it. Laughing without humor she realized these were the best accommodations she’d ever had. A few hours passed before she al owed herself to drift into sleep.


  


  


  Sometime later she woke to a woman entering the room, a tray in her hands. The force field was removed briefly and the tray set down on smal protruding shelf. The woman who broughtit smiled at Analia expectantly. The aromaof foodfil ing her lungs, it smel edsogood. Her stomach grumbled with an impatient demand.


  She raised her body into a seated position and grabbed for the offering.


  At the first bite Analia’s taste buds were swimming with delight. On The Hel Ship she was only given a smal amount of sustenance, always ruined scraps,or a brown-green blob of something unrecognizable,whichtasted horrid. This was nothing like she’d ever tasted before. Each flavor sang in her mouth. She eagerly shoveled in another mouthful, and another.


  “Analia, right?” The woman was stil standing there, staring at her. Analia realized she was shoving food in her mouth like a starved beast. Making an effort to slow herself she nodded at the strange woman.


  She had hair much like Sebastian’s, similar in color, styled in two pigtails draping down her front. She had horns as wel , though more dainty, which were poking out of her black hair. There was even a similar magenta hue at the base of them. She wore a deep purple strapless top and a short black skirt.Is that a tail?Analia marveled as the thin tail swished back and forth. The woman’s footwear—also strange—were spiked at the heel.


  “I’m Sonya.” The woman said. “It’s nice to meet you Analia.”


  Analia swal owed her food, this woman knew her name. She must have spoken to Sebastian. Her guard instantly went up. “Thank you for the food Sonya.”


  She said not sure what else to add, and not wanting to be impolite.


  Sonya offered another sweet smile. “You’re welcome. Although it’s not the best stuff, prisoners are only al owed whatever is leftover.”


  Analia eyed the food again.This was the leftovers?She focused on Sonya, who continued to closely inspect her. Anya felt her cheeks heat at the unusual scrutiny that made her acutely aware of the fact that Sonya was in clean tailored fabrics, while her own clothing was ripped and filthy.


  “You’re pretty.” Sonya exclaimed. Analia nearly coughed up her food. “No wonder you have his panties in a wad.” She laughed then.


  Panties in a wad?


  “You know, you’re the only person to ever sneak onto our ship … ever,” Sonya emphasized.


  Anya’s internal alarm went off. Was Sonya here for information? Sebastian had obviously sent her. But Sonya wasn’t asking for specifics and she was looking at her with something like … respect?


  “That’s pretty impressive.” Sonya continued, cementing Analia’s confusion at this odd conversation.


  “Thanks?” It sounded more like a questions than a term of gratitude.


  Sonya laughed at her reply, a carefree sound that was almost foreign to Analia. Pointing to the food Sonya added, “Next time I’l sneak you something better than leftovers.” With a wink she turned, and left Analia to gape after her. No one had ever spoken to her in such a way. She decided it must be another of Sebastian’s tricks. He was determined to know where she’d come from, and that did not bode wel for her.


  After finishing off the rest of the food Analia relaxed into the little bed, enjoying her ful stomach. The bed was astoundingly comfortable. Even in the brightly lit space she easily fel asleep.


  After Analia woke sometime later, the doctor kept asking how she felt, and if she needed anything. She just assured him she was fine and curled into the warm blanket, prepared for a long duration of captivity.


  She thought she had recovered from the devastation of Sebastian’s trick, until he entered the room and her outrage returned in ful force. She should be grateful in a way. Instead of attraction, the sight of him now fil ed her with rage.


  


  


  Sebastian almost laughed at the look Analia gave him. Without a doubt she was imagining scratching his eyes out at this very moment. Though amusing, that was going to make what he was about to do a little difficult.


  Sonya had come to him earlier to convince him to, as Sonya put it,give the poor girl a break. Saying shelooks harmless. He considered her words throughout the day and decided to fol ow Sonya’s advice. The chit seemed harmless enough.


  


  Standing just outside the smal cel he disengaged the force field. “Come with me,” He said, as if he were commanding any of his crew. Her mistrust of him showed because she didn’t move from her spot.


  “What are you going to do with me?”


  He shook his head. “I’m taking you to another location. You don’t need the doctor anymore.”


  She gathered up the blanket and pil ow and stood, clutching them as though she expected them to be ripped away from her.


  “You won’t be needing those.”


  Her grip tightened for a moment, then, eyeing them with sorrow, she reluctantly dropped them on the cot. The strange action made him even more curious about her, but he refused to let himself get involved. Someone had to have treated her badly. He ignored the ire that arose with the thought.


  What did he care?


  Because of the wards he was stuck with her for a time. Once the mission was over he would put her off his ship and out of his mind. The wardsseemedto be intact, so she must have been on the ship before they went up.


  Once again she fol owed close behind as he led her out of sickbay. This time she didn’t marvel at anything. She kept her eyes to the ground. Lost her vitality so easily? He was irritated that he might be somewhat responsible for the change in her.


  After walking for some time he stopped in front of a door and opened it, waving her inside. Hesitantly she peered into the darkened room, unmoved. She didn’t trust him. Why should she? He entered the room, which il uminated instantly at his presence. Analia just stood at the door. A tiny spark of interest lit her eyes, but stil she didn’t enter.


  The room was of decent size, a bed against the wal to the left, couch and table near the center, through a doorway to the right was a personal bathing chamber. It was one of the nicer rooms on the ship. He told himself he was offering her this room because it was one of the only ones available. But that wasn’t true. There were a few smal er unoccupied rooms. For a reason beyond his comprehension he wanted her impressed.


  “This can be your room as long as you vow not to hurt yourself. You’l have this room al to yourself.”


  Final y entering, she peered around the room but didn’t respond.


  “If you can’t promise me that, then I’l take you back to the doctor and leave you there til I find a place to drop you off for good.”


  Hereyes blazed at that. “Drop me off?”


  “Yes, we have a task to complete first, but after that I’ve decided I’l leave you at the nearest spacecity.” The smile she gave him weakened him, as wel as doubled his interest in her. Did she not care where she’d be dumped? “Uh, can you promise me that?” He ground out.


  “Yes.” She rushed out, smiling wider. But then her face dropped and she eyed him with sadness. “Is this a trick?”


  “No.”


  Studying him for a moment she shook her head. “This is just a trick. You don’t just give a trespasser room and board. What do you want with me?”


  Sebastian let out a breath. “This is not a trick. We have a long way to go and, no matter where you came from, you’l need to stay on the ship til we’ve reached our destination. Where would you rather be? Here? Or lying on that cot for months?” As she gave the room a second glance he proceeded to show her around. When he got too close she skittishly backed away from him. “I won’t hurt you.” Warily she continued to watch him. For now, he decided to let it go. “The bathing room is in here. I’l leave while you clean yourself and return with something for you to sleep in. In the morning I’l show you around the ship before you begin your new job.”


  “Job?”


  “Of course, this isn’t a free ride. You’l work for your room and board, just like everyone else.”


  “What kind of job?” She raised an eyebrow.


  “I haven’t decided yet.” He moved to leave. “I’l be back with clothes for you, soon, so if you don’t want me here while you’re stil naked and wet you’d better hurry.” With that, she rushed into the bathroom closing the door behind her.


  Amused, Sebastian left the room. Unfortunately his teasing had backfired, hardening his already painful y stiff shaft. Imagining her damp body glistening with dripping beads of water, her blond locks the only thing clinging to her as they wound down her shoulders and around her naked breasts. He imagined himself licking and sucking those breasts between his lips, licking the wetness from every inch of her. His hands cupping her ass, her soft moans of pleasure in his ear as he drove into her.


  He found himself rushing to get back.


  


  


  


  Chapter 5


  


  Analia studied the shower stal . She’d never seen one like this before. The wal s were decorated with a mosaic of color andahazy translucent door separated the stal from the rest of the washroom. Bottles of cleaning liquids rested on a smal shelf. She noted a smal button on the wal just outside the stal . It could either control the shower or the waste disposal unit.


  Click.


  Waste disposal unit.


  After searching the room for a way to activate the spray, and finding nothing, she stepped into the shower stal to look there. Warm water instantly bombarded her. Shocked, she jumped out of the stal , the flow immediately stopped.


  Water? Real water?


  Every time she bathed in the past, it was in a smal bland cubical with a powdery enzyme spray.


  With delight, she tore off the old ratty dress and dove back into the stal , al owing the water to wash over her. It soaked her hair, then the rest of her. The sensation of it running down her body tickled and soothed her skin. The spray was rough against her back but it was like a hundred fingers massaging.


  She sighed loudly as her muscles began to relax from the heat. A cocoon of steam rose up around her. Closing her eyes she al owed herself to become immersed.


  Taking her time with the soap she scrubbed every inch of her skin from head to toe, washing her hair twice. Then she stood there and reveled in the feeling of the water splashing on her skin, committing it to memory.


  Stepping out of the shower she had never felt so clean in her life. A fluffy white cloth draped nicely against the wal . She dried off thoroughly before wrapping it around herself, noting the softness of it. Everything here was soft,and cozy,and warm. These were the kinds of thing others enjoyed, not her.Wait,that’s not true, she corrected. She was free now. Sebastian had told her he would let her go free.


  Reflecting on what Sebastian had said she stil didn’t trust him and wasn’t sure if she should believe him. Would he real y set her free? He’d lied to her already. But what choice did she have?


  When she left the bathroom Sebastian was already back, standing next to the tan colored sofa. When he saw her his golden eyes flared, turning to liquid amber. She shivered at the sight, her mind going blank. It wasn’t til Sebastian began to stalk toward her that she recal ed her situation. She was wet and half naked, in a room, alone, with a strong brutish male with unknown intentions.


  He was upon her before she could react, backing her against the wal . His body pressed against hers, a thick thigh settled between her legs.


  Analia froze in a panic and was confused to find her nipples growing hard at his touch, a shiver escaped her. Sebastian moved his leg against her core, rough but with the touch of an expert. After letting a smal moan slip she pursed her lips closed.


  “Anya.” Sebastian nearly growled. The epithet and his breath at her neck caused another shiver and liquid pooled between her legs. She sucked in a harsh breath, grasping for control. “You’re scent is intoxicating.” His husky voice whispered next to her ear.


  She should have been terrified at his words but she found her body relax against his, a single compliment melting her completely. His strong arms surrounded her, his hands seeking the smal of her back. The heat of his lips on her neck reunited her with her sanity.


  “Se … Se … Bastian,” She squeaked.


  “Hmmm.” He rubbed his mouth against the line of her jaw, almost making her forget herself again. She quietly whimpered and found she was gripping his shoulders.


  How could this feel so good?


  “You must stop.” The words came out as a whisper.


  A low,slow growl rose from somewhere inside him, reverberating through her core. With his hands pressed firmly against the smal of her back he pul ed her against him with a possessiveness that both startled and excited her in a primal sort of way.


  Analia almost let out another needy moan. She could feel the strong muscles of his chest while his thigh pushed further against her wetness. She gasped as he opened his mouth to her neck and nibbled.


  She wanted him to stop, needed him to.Didn’t she?


  “Please,” She wasn’t sure if the smal sound was meant to stop him, or if it was a plea for more.


  But his body stil ed.


  He took his lips away from her neck, then, as if it pained him to do so, he final y let her go and backed away. His eyes were stil molten, devouring her.


  Instantly the heat from his body against hers faded, and she was left with a chil where he had touched her.


  After a moment he seemed to regain his composure. Voice stil rough he handed her a large shirt, “You’l sleep in this for now.” He was averting his gaze now, as if he were … embarrassed? “I’l return in the morning to show you around the ship and then to your new job.”


  Analia couldn’t yet speak so she nodded in answer. Then he was gone, rushed out the door, leaving her alone and … desperately aroused for the first time in her life.


  Her actions had shocked her. Twice she almost gave in and wrapped herself around him. She had never reacted that way before. Of course, there had never been anything likethatbefore. The intensity of it was almost overwhelming.


  And he stopped.


  She was baffled. She had asked him to stop and … he stopped.


  Not only that, but his touch had been unexpectedly tender. His lips had electrified her skin, making her want more. Even now she could feel them on her.


  Absently she realized she was stil being supported by the wal and was stil half naked, the thick white cloth stil wrapped around her.


  The things she imagined Sebastian doing to her, the things she imagined doing to him … she had never wanted these things,would never want them. It was only because she was in a new place, with a handsome overbearing male, that she was feeling these strange feelings. And the fact that Sebastian hadn’t actual y hurt her … yet. Once he did—and she was sure that he would—she would be back to normal. She would see things clearly again.


  After slipping the shirt over her head and hanging the cloth to dry, she surveyed the room. The large bed in the corner of the room reminded her too much of the one in Darius’s chamber. She couldn’t sleep there.


  Deciding on the couch she transferred the pil ow and blankets from the bed and snuggled in. It was lumpy but not bad. It was stil more comfortable than a cold lonely floor. Before she drifted into sleep she al owed her mind to wonder at the possibilities of tomorrow. What does Sebastian have planned for her?


  


  


  Temporarily insane!


  That’s what he was. When the chit had come out of the bathroom in only a towel, stil damp, her scent had assaulted him. Instinct took over and he had to have her. He didn’t remember moving,but before he knew it she was in his arms. She had let out a soft feminine sound and at that moment he needed her as he needed air. The force of it was like a punch to the stomach. When he tasted her his mind had descended into a haze, lost to his lust, it was al he could do to keep from shoving inside her.


  When she asked him to stop he had barely been able to comprehend her words. She’d been aroused, absently rubbing herself on his thigh. Even now her scent stil clung to him, urging him to go back and finish what they’d started. He could stil taste the sweetness of her skin on his tongue.


  Pul ing away from her was like ripping a hole in his chest, but that was precisely why he was able to do it.


  He had never before experienced a need so deep, and it felt … threatening. With al the women before he kept himself detached, using them for what he needed and then leaving them soon after. He never gave them a chance to cling, or ask for more, because he would never give more of himself to a woman.


  He’d learned his lesson after he witnessed what had happened with Calic. Cale had become a different man after his mate’s treachery. He had become a harder man, nearly emotionless. Demons mate for life,and Sebastian knew that Calic had been destroyed that day, carried the pain of it stil .


  Sebastian vowed to always protect himself from that.


  He would have to be cautious around Anya—no, he corrected,Analia. He would not use that endearment again. He realized she had nearly done the same to him? She had almost cal ed him Bastian. Only his family and Marik wereal owedto cal him by the epithet. Yet, when she said it,he had only wanted her to say it again, only in a scream of pleasure as he settled between her legs.


  Shaking the thought away he decided that tomorrow he would show her where she was al owed on the ship, then take her to Marik, and be done with her until the mission was over. Soon enough she would be gone. His fists clenched.


  Sebastian entered the pub and spotted Sonya instantly. After ordering aflaminginferno, he downed the ful glass in one gulp. Sonya raised her eyebrows at him.


  In a slow cautious voice she asked, “How’s Analia?”


  “In need of clothing.” His voice was guarded. But Sonya’s sense of smel was as good as any demons and he hadn’t thought to shower or change before coming here. A slow smile spread across her lips.


  “Is that al she needs then?”


  “Yes.” He snapped. “I’m putting Marik in charge of her,and you too. She’l need a female companion to keep her … occupied.”


  “Are you done with her so quickly?”


  “There is nothing to be done with.”


  “No?”


  “It’s not what you think. Nothing happened between us.”


  Sonya snorted. “Something happened.”


  Sebastian bowed his head into his hands. “The only thing that happed was that I practical y attacked her. That’s why I’m putting the two of you in charge. It seems I lose control when I’m around her. Have from the start. But tonight was … it won’t happen again.”


  Considering his words for a moment she replied, “Did you hurt her?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Did you want to?” She refil ed his drink, pouring the liquid to the brim.


  “No … I wanted something else, not to hurt her. But I’m certain I frightened her.” Sebastian recal ed the fear in her voice. Even though she had been aroused, she had been deathly afraid. He took the drink same as the first, one gulp.


  Someone at the other end of the bar cal ed for service and Sonya went to refil his glass with something that looked like a mixture of oil and water.


  Sebastian knew that drink, he couldn’t remember the name,but it could knock you on your ass. He should order that next. When Sonya came back she said, “The girl is about my height. I can scrounge up a few outfits for tomorrow, I’l ask around for donations.”


  Sebastian nodded his approval and got up to leave, deciding against the knock-you-on-your-ass drink.


  “Does Marik know he’s on babysitting detail?”


  “Not yet.”


  Sonya laughed at that.


  As Sebastian left he waved the back of his hand at Sonya. He decided to head toward the gal ey. It was time to give Marik the good news.


  The only way to get to Marik’s gal ey was to go through the salon, where the crew gathered to eat. The salon was a large L shaped room with an arched ceiling, painted in warm hues of brown. A long window exposed diners to the ever-changing scenery of space. The gal ey was separated from the salon by two thin wal s. A slim rectangular window with a smal counter al owed Marik to put out orders without leaving his space.


  Luckily when Sebastian arrived Marik was closing up for the night and no one else was here. Good, no one to witness the ire that was about to be sparked.


  Marik’s brown hair was cut short. He was built much like Sebastian and Cale, tal with a strong physique, typical demon features. Prominent scars ran the length of his arms, disappearing under his shirt. Sebastian knew those scars didn’t stop there. “Marik,” he cal ed with a smile, trying to set the mood.


  After the demon war, Marik had been taken as a slave. He’d been enslaved for four hundred and fifty years when,by chance,Sonya and he had come across a slave auction,in one of the many space cities they frequented.


  As is their nature,demons don’t submit to anyone, unless they want to, or are forced to. Marik had looked strong and proud up on stage, even though he’d obviously been poorly taken care of. The look in his eyeshad been nothing more than that of a beast, which spoke volumes about the tortureMarikmust have endured.


  Sebastian had decided to spend the last of their supplies money to win the wild eyed demon’s freedom. Staring down anyone who dare bid against him with a look of pure malice. At that point in time demons had developed a bad reputation as slaves,and most had been freed or kil ed. They were labeled as extremely difficult,and dangerous in captivity.


  After the auction was won, Marik, not understanding the situation,and half in a rage, fought against his restraints and against Sebastian. It took him, with the help of Sonya, a good twenty minutes to calm Marik enough to explain to him that he would no longer be a slave and that he had nothing to fear from them. He even offered Marik the chance to refuse to come with them.


  Marik had just stared at them for a time, without saying a word. He’d been quiet so long that Sebastian thought he might refuse. But in the endMarikdecided to join them.


  When Sebastian had arrived on the ship with the newly purchased Marik, Cale appraised him with a quick glance and then shot Sebastian a look that saidyou had better be able to control him. Ironical y, after his fifty years of freedom, Marik was now the more gentile of the four demons on board.


  Marik stopped what he was doing to glance up at Sebastian. “Hey Captain. What’s up? I just put everything away but if you’re hungry—”


  “No, I came to give you some good news.”


  Marik slowly set down his cloth and eyed him warily. “Yeah?” He said slowly.


  “You know how you’ve been asking for an assistant?”


  “Not real y.” He scowled.


  Sebastian almost laughed at his immediate mistrust, it reminded him a little of Analia. He knew Marik wouldn’t be happy about this situation. “Wel I have one for you. I’l be bringing her over in the morning.”


  As expectedMarik’sface grew dark. “The stowaway?” He barked. Disappointment saturated his tone. “Come on Captain. I don’t have time to watch over some female. Does she even know her way around a gal ey? Don’t answer that, of course she doesn’t. You’re just looking to pawn her off on someone and you don’t want her snooping around the ship. Have Sonya take care of her.”Marik’shorns grew molten until they appeared to glow.


  “Sonya wil help watchAnaliabut I don’t want her working in the pub.”


  Marik’s brows drew together. “Why not?”


  Ignoring his questions Sebastian turned to leave. “I’m bringing her here in the morning.” As he left the salon he heard the crash of Marik’s obvious displeasure.


  


  Sebastian headed for his room, ready to put an end to this day. His shaft strained painful y against his pants from his earlier encounter with Analia. He thought it would have gone down by now but every moment alone brought renewed thoughts of Analia’s soft body, her curves against his palm.


  Stripping his clothing he entered the shower. Needing relief, Sebastian wrapped his hand around his length. With every stroke he imagined Analia in place of his hand, gripping him tight with her hand, her soft warm core, her mouth. He groaned. Her scent stil enveloped him,encouraging the vision of her. He remembered her soft moan in his ear as he had kissed her tender neck. With astounding force, his orgasm exploded from him. He leaned one arm against the wal as warm water washed over him, while he marveled at the strength of his release.


  Finishing his shower he wondered what she was doing now. The thought that she was, most likely at this moment, wearing one of his shirts to bed pleased him more than it should have. Then his wicked mind brought forth the image of her without a shirt at al , naked and writhing beneath him.


  He growled at himself when, once again, his shaft began to stir.


  


  


  In the morning Sebastian stopped by the gal ey to grab some pastries,thenheadedto the bar to pick up the clothes that Sonya had promised. After a quick greeting,she went toherback office to fetch the clothes.


  Sebastianalmost dropped the pastries as soon as he saw them. Black, tight, and short. She laid them al out in a smal scattered pile for him to choose from. Imagining Analia in any of them had him growing stiff before he could control himself. There was no way he could put her in these clothes! He looked atSonya with bewilderment.


  “Don’t give me that look.” She scolded. “You asked me for clothes. You know how I dress.”


  Yes, but he’d never real y noticed before. She was his sister for the love of al the gods, not a wee blond with smooth legs that he wanted wrapped around him. Shifting uncomfortably, he real y needed to stop imagining her like that.


  “This is what you have to choose from for now. I haven’t had a chance to check with the other ladies on board.”


  Rummaging dejectedly through the pile he chose the longest skirt, a shirt that didn’t diptoolow in the front,and a pair of the flattest shoes in the bunch.


  Then Sonya revealed another pile … undergarments. Sebastian ran his hand over his face. This time he didn’t have to choose, thank the gods, Sonya just thrust them at him.


  “Here,” she said with a pout. “Brand new, I just bought them before the lock-in.” Dear gods,they were silky and revealing and … why did there need to be pictures of flowers on the front? He tried not to look,stuffing everything into a tight bal of fabric.


  Mustering as much sincerity as possible he thanked Sonya and headed to Analia’s room.


  When he entered the room he was appal ed at what he was seeing.


  Why the hel was she sleeping on the couch?


  “What do you think you are doing?” He yel ed,louder than he meant to. Her body jerked. Slowly she peeked one eye open. He instantly regretted his inflection, but stil he demanded in the same tone. “Why are you on the couch?” She didn’t answer, instead, drowsily glanced around the room with tired confusion. “Wel ?” He demanded.


  “I … I don’t know what you mean. I thought you wanted me to sleep.”


  “Yes. Why aren’t you sleeping in the bed?”


  She shrugged and looked to the ground, after a while she answered in shaky voice. “I don’t sleep wel in a regular bed … it gives me nightmares.”


  Absurd, thought Sebastian, nightmares are nightmares you don’t get them from an object. A thought pricked at him but he ignored it, noting that she looked as though she hadn’t slept at al . If she had taken the bed she would have been more comfortable and therefore slept better, he reasoned. He told her this and ordered her to use the bed from now on.The chitmerely shrugged in response.


  She wasn’t part of his crew and probably felt she had no reason to fol ow his orders. He would come back tomorrow to make sure she did.


  Letting it go for now he handed her a pastry. She sat up and reached out for it al owing the blanked to fal to her waist, revealing that shewas wearing the shirt he gave her last night.


  His shirt.


  Sniffing the pastry first,Analia nibbled a corner. Her eyes lit up when the flavor hit her and she sank her teeth in, closing her eyes she slowly chewed, obviously savoring the taste. Sebastian watched her with fascination. He had never seen someone eat with such euphoria.


  Stil a bit riled, and curious of everything about her, he grated. “Why do you act as though you’ve never had a pasty? Or seen a child? Or witnessed the stars?”


  Instantly she stopped chewing and swal owed hard, eyes looking everywhere but at him as though the answer were somewhere in the room. She was calculating, choosing her words. She didn’t want him to know where she came from. Does the answer have something to do with that?


  “There were never any children … where I was.” She paused, “Or pastries.”


  “Or windows?” He laughed without amusement. “The only places my ship has visited in the past few months are space cities or other ships. So it’s an easy assumption that you come from space. You have to have seen the stars.”


  


  Another moment of silence, then in a smal voice she replied, “Ihaveseen the stars before.” Again she shifted her eyes and he realized she wasn’t going to elaborate.


  It irked him that he wanted to know more. Dropping the clothing in her lap he said, “We leave in five minutes whether you are dressed or not.” At that she jumped from the couch and dashed into the bathroom, to change into the clothes that Sebastian was dreading seeing her in. He sat on the couch to wait, feeling for every lump in the old cushions.


  Just as he feared, when she emerged, his body responded, this time worse than before. However,this time he was able to control himself, but just barely.


  He shifted his features to the arrogant disposition he used when dealing with his mercenary clients—gruff males who have kil ed ruthlessly and without remorse. If he could handle bloodthirsty kil ers, surely he could handle this wee creature.


  The too short skirt was black with sheer purple ruffles. It caressed her thighs, and swished slightly as she moved, the deep purple V-neck tank was too tight and curved around her breasts and flat stomach. Her blond curls spil ed over her bare shoulders. His mouth watered at the sight. The chit was blushing, as though she knew what this was doing to him.


  “Wel how does it fit?” He was hoping she would say she hated the clothes, so he could give her a reprieve for the day, until he could find more suitable clothing. But she gave him a sweetly shy smile, making here look even more irresistible.


  “I love them. I’ve never worn anything so …” she fought for words. “They’re wonderful. Thank you.”


  Damn. Now he couldn’t take them away.


  “I wil take real y great care of them for when I give them back.”


  For some reason that bothered him, they were hers to keep if the clothes made her happy. Sonya wouldn’t mind and he’d pay her back anyway. Before he could say anything of the kind she reached for the rest of her pastry, bending slightly at the hips as she ate to keep from messing the clothes, giving him a perfect view of her plump cleavage. The innocent action affected him again and he had to shift his pants to sit more comfortably. Again she chewed with that same euphoric expression, making him obsess once more over al the things he didn’t know about her. She swal owed and licked her soft lips leaving them glossy and begging for his. Did she know she was driving him mad?


  Sebastian was on the verge of losing it again. He stood and turned away from her. “Fol ow me then, I’l show you the around the ship.”


  


  


  Analia practical y bounced with giddiness as Sebastian showed her around the ship. There were so many things to see. Bril iant colors decorated the wal s, unlike the gray, gray, and more gray that made up The Hel Ship. People smiled as they passed. Children played in the hal s. This was a place teaming with so much vibrancy and liveliness she could almost taste it in the very air around her. Vibrations of energy seemed to flow throughout the ship and into her. She wanted to touch and see everything.


  There was so much she had never experienced before and Sebastian was unwittingly proving that to her. He didn’t know how naive she was and she wanted to keep it that way. But she suspected, by her blatant reactions to everything, that he was beginning to see through her.


  He showed her a room where, he explained, people would gather for physical exertion or to spar. It was large, as al the rooms were, and fil ed withextravagantequipment. A variety of strange looking weapons lined the wal s. He explained that they were for practice only.


  Walking her through the room, he pointed out each piece of equipment, showing her what it does and how to use it, if she wanted to. He didn’t offer the same for the weapons.


  Close by was another room with a large vessel,lowered into the floor,and filed to the brim with water. He cal ed it a swimming pool. She couldn’t imagine what it was used for. When she inquired he said he would show her later, then, with a strange expression shook his head. The action confused her but, then, everything he did confused her.


  They continued to a room, smal er than the first, with many seats facing a large screen, apparently another gathering spot for entertainment purposes.


  In the next room she spotted Sonya who genuinely seemed glad to see her. Waving and rushing toward them she circled Analia twice.


  “Very nice,” Sonya said. Then her features turned somber. “Unfair, they look better on you than they did on me.” Analia realized with a start that she was talking about the clothing. Quickly apologizing she vowed to take them off if Sonya wanted them back.


  Sonya laughed and looked around the room at some of the other people in the room. Sebastian growled doing the same. Had she said something wrong?


  “You’l be keeping your clothes on.” Sebastian said, pul ing her from the room. She tried to thank Sonya before they were out of hearing distance.


  Sebastian had a scowl on his face again and they walked in silence for a moment. From the corner of hereye,Analiastudied him with curiosity. Besides his scowl and his fists being clenched, there were no other signs of his annoyance. He walked with an air of confidence,and he leaked a sense of danger.


  The cut of his muscles promised pain to anyone who dare chal enge him.


  He was a strong male.


  Being around him titil ated her, even though she knew it was wrong to al ow herself to feel that way. Sooner or later he would prove to be much the same as Darius. But for now, she was surprised to find that she was enjoying herself with him.


  Her good feeling lasted until he turned to her and gave her such a glower, his gaze studying and disapproving. He looked at her as though she were something to be squashed. His disdain—startling and unexpected—shocked her to astandstil .


  The way he had been with her the night before had been so tender and almost even pleasurable, this new attitude was frightening. She was right in thinking she should fear him.


  When he continued walking ahead of her it took her a moment to snap back to herself and fol ow him, though her happiness was diminished.


  “What was that place?” She asked, clarifying, “Where Sonya had been.”Sebastianhad pul ed her out of there so fast he hadn’t even explained where they were. People had been scattered among many tables and there was a wal fil ed with bottles obviously fil ed with liquids, some clear, some brightly colored, others were different shades of brown.


  “That was Sonya’s pub,” Sebastian replied. “She serves alcohol to the crew when they’re not on duty.”


  “Alcohol?”


  Stopping suddenly he looked at her, bewilderment coated his features. “You don’t know what alcohol is?”


  “Should I?”


  Shaking his head he replied, “It’s a drink. It affects different races in different ways, but mostly it’s used as a relaxant.” He started walking again and Analia fol owed.


  She stopped suddenly when something in an open room caught her attention. Her eyes grew wide and she etched toward the door. A decadent scent fil ed her nose and she inhaled deeply for more of it. She had a memory of the things in this room, fuzzy but there, in the back of her mind. The energyof it suddenly slammed into her.


  Pure life.


  Sebastian paused and walked a few paces back to where she had stopped.


  “This is our plant nursery.” Sebastian offered. “You are not al owed in here. These plants are priceless. If you disrupt anything in this room, you might just spend the rest of your life working off the cost.”


  Analia sucked in a breath and stepped away. The plants reminded herof a time before her slavery.She tried to recal something specific but couldn’t.


  Sebastian walked on and Analia reluctantly fel in step beside him.


  


  


  


  Chapter 6


  


  Marik was in no mood for babysitting detail and resented that he was saddled with the job of it. For fifty years he occupied this gal ey.It was his and his alone. He’d be damned if he let some chit carouse around distracting him from his duty.


  The gal ey was clean and organized—organized for Marik anyway—he knew where everything was and knew how to use it. The bastards on this ship ate like kings because of his creative culinary skil s. Creating new dishes and new flavors gave him absolute pleasure. The only pleasure in life he had left.


  Since his time as a slave he derived enjoyment from nothing else. Marik kept to himself. He rarely watched movies,or played video games with the crew in the entertainment room. Sometimes he would spar with Calic and Sebastian, but not for amusement as they did, self-indulging themselves with the adrenaline of the chal enge. Marik sparred only to keep up his reflexes and strength, he vowed long ago that he would never again be caught weak and unprepared.


  The Demons Punchbowl was amusing sometimes, but mostly he would sit alone and drink himself into oblivion, or until he could forget his past completely. In the space cities he would take a woman, but rarely for his own pleasure, and the liaisons were always short and to the point. Demons needed sex as others needed food, otherwise a rage would build up inside them.


  For Sebastian—he owed the man his life and his freedom—he would accept his task to watch over the stowaway, with only minimal grumbling. He’d have the girl do some trivial job to keep her occupied and out of his way. Marik always hated sweeping and wiping the counters, grinning to himself he thought of other little tasks he hated doing, like washing dishes.


  Maybe this wouldn’t be so terrible.


  Just then Sebastian entered,looking choleric. A petite blond female fol owed. Her eyes, thick with dark lashes, were downcast. She looked timid and fragile, her frame was thin and she was no bigger than Sonya whoMarikthought of as a sister.


  Though Sonya was smal , watch out, she could cut you down before you saw her coming. Sonya was a fighter. This female, now standing before him, looked as though she could be knocked over by a light breeze.


  Right away he noted her beauty. Slender body—too thin for his taste—and perfect features, smal upturned nose, high cheekbones, feminine jaw, the kind of features a man went to war for. The kind of features that, as a slave, he would be forced to kneel before and cal master. Grating his teeth Marik shook the thought from his mind and decided to start the show.


  “Is this her then?” Marik said in an intentional y harsh voice. Both the girl and Sebastian looked up at him. Marik kept his attention on the girl. “What is your name, girl?”


  “Analia,” she answered in a smal voice. Unlike her, hismastersvoices were always booming and dripping with condescension.


  “What do you know of cooking for large groups of people, Analia?” He sneered. Sebastian shot him a warning look. Marik easily ignored him. He would decipher her character here and now.


  “I know nothing of cooking for anyone.”


  “Have you ever worked in a gal ey?”


  “No.”


  “Have you not washed a dish in a sink?”


  She looked uncomfortable now. “No, never.”


  Marik couldn’t believe it, but then, there were those aristocrat types who never even had to wash their own asses. She had the look, but not the demeanor.


  He continued his questioning. “Have you mopped a floor? Washed a counter? Served another?” She looked as though she were thinking over her answer careful y. Good, it suggested she wasn’t completely unintel igent. She glanced around the room considering.


  “I don’t think I have done anything that you might require prior experience or knowledge of. But I promise I wil learn quickly and I wil work hard without complaint. I’ve learned never to complain.”


  Her answer was a good one, but poked at Marik’s intuition. “That’s good. The thing I value the least is sloppy work. If I don’t like something you’ve done, I wil make you do it again and again until I’m satisfied. Understood?”


  Analia gave him a stern nod, expertly avoiding his gaze.


  Marik glanced at Sebastian. His features were poised in the political arrogance he donned whenever he wanted to mask his emotions, but Marik knew Sebastian wel , and the man was hanging on every word of the conversation.


  “Tel me Analia, what kinds of foods do you like?”


  Uncomfortable again Analia looked at her feet while she answered. “Foods? I … uh, I liked the thing Sebastian brought for me this morning”—pause


  —“and the food I had in sickbay was delicious.” At that she smiled brightly at Marik, almost pul ing a chuckle from him. He hadn’t chuckled in years.


  “You don’t have to stroke my ego. I’m already very ful of myself. I mean what foods did you eat before you … came to be with us?” Was he actual y being polite to her? There was something about her, the way she stood, spoke, even the way she careful y avoided his eyes while stil keeping her head high.She couldn’t be…


  


  With a blush on her cheeks and a look of pain on her face she replied, “I was only given a few things to eat, and I wouldn’t know them by name.”


  Marik felt his features grow dark. Did the word “given” mean she hadn’t had a choice? Noticing the change in mood Sebastian shifted his eyes between Marik and Analia, his mask of arrogance starting to dissolve. “Marik?”


  Marik ignored him, concentrating on Analia. “Describe the food to me.”


  Once again, she looked at her feet and shrugged a shoulder. “Green, sometimes brown, mushy … or … chunky sometimes.”


  Realization hit him like a smack in the face. “Were you a slave?” Analia’s head snapped up at Marik,and then to Sebastian. Her mouth opened to speak but no sound came out.


  Sebastian gave a slight choking sound and fixed his gaze on Analia. “Anya?” He rasped.


  Anya?


  She just shook her head. Marik knew he was correct, she had been a slave, same as he—it was written in her face, her demeanor. What remains to be seen are the variations of their scars. How long had she been enslaved?


  Obviously she had wanted to keep this a secret, he understood her need, but the beans were spil ed. Marik felt the need to lighten the mood. “So you must have been a servant of some kind.” He stated.


  Her eyes bounced quickly back and forth as if she were in a panic, ready to bolt. She didn’t speak, didn’t look up.


  “Analia, look at me.” She didn’t. “Look at me!” Marik’s voice was firm but the harshness was gone.


  Final y, stark eyes snapped to his. He could see the torment settled behind her eyes.


  “I was a slave too.” He admitted. Marik hated to talk about that time, and would not reveal more than he had to, but he wanted her to feel comfortable, and to know that this revelation wasn’t something that would be held against her. For some reason he wanted her to know she wasn’t alone. He couldn’t stand her shame, which reflected his own.


  Wide eyed she whispered. “You were?” When he nodded she added, “What … what did they force you to do?”


  Once again her phrasing made him uneasy, Sebastian too, he noted. “I was forced to do many things, mostly involving my strength. I was like an animal to my keepers. But I am free now, thanks to Sebastian, and I try not to think of it anymore.” He didn’t want to ask her the same question. He could only imagine what someone would want from a female as beautiful as she. He looked to Sebastian wondering if he was thinking the same thing. He looked as though he were nearingtheEdge.


  For a demon, the Edge was like a place inside al demons where reason was lost and rage takes over. A demons rage becomes overwhelming, and his strength increasestenfold. Release comes from either lashing out violently,orsexual release. With training it could be a useful tool in battle. But outside of the battle field a demon on the Edge, with no focus to unleash his rage, was the most dangerous creature in the universe. Marik knew that feeling, had been to the Edge himself and knew he needed to calm the situation.


  Moving to the food counter, he cut a slice of his most tender meat of the day, and set it on a smal plate in front of Analia. “Try this and tel me what you think.”


  Picking up the morsel she smel ed it first, analyzing the scent. Then she took a smal bite and chewed methodical y. After swal owing, her features turned delightful. “Mmm, that tastes good. But I think the thing I had this morning is stil my favorite.” She smiled wide at Sebastian.


  Sebastian eased a bit but was stil close to the Edge.


  Marik chose a soup dish next and offered it to Analia. Instead of taking the spoon he held out for her, sheheldthe bowl to her lips and took a smal sip.


  “Mmmmm. Remarkable. What other kinds of foods are there?”


  Marik caught himself laughing. Actual y laughing. Abruptly he stopped himself,then got a devilish idea. He went to his storage cooler and emerged with a covered dish. “I’d like to conduct a little experiment if you don’t mind.” Marik winked at Sebastian who raised an eyebrow. Marik presented the dish to Analia and lifted the lid.


  Sebastian snorted, and ran a hand down his face.


  Analia was not oblivious of their exchange and warily took an item from the platter.


  


  


  Analia was worried. They had acted strangely about this last pile of food. Where Sebastian was brooding,he now had a slight curl to his lips. Marik too,was hiding a grin.


  When Marik had admitted to being a slave she had seen the truth of it in his eyes. She was stunned by the information. The disclosure gave her new hope. Hope for the very real possibility of living free.


  The smal brown,pebbled mound of food didn’t look appetizing or impressive in any way. But she didn’t want to be rude and refuse. Plus the boys were now watching her with such interest, so she popped a piece into her mouth.


  She didn’t chew at first, cautiously testing the flavor. The item began to soften to the shape of her mouth and instantly her taste buds were engulfed by rich, intense, flavor, bursting through her. The silky smooth texture caressed her tongue, as the sweetness rippled against her taste buds. Nothing could taste as good as this. Savoring the decedent new food she let it sit, melting and coursing through her mouth, pressing it between her tongue and the roof of her mouth, before final y it dissolved into a warm liquid puddle and slid down her throat. The loss of it left her craving more.


  Hearing the soft chuckles of both men she opened her eyes, she hadn’t even realized she had closed them.


  “No matter the species, every woman loves chocolate.” Marik laughed.


  Their wide grins made her smile too. Sebastian had softened completely, looking more relaxed than before, his features more handsome than ever. It made her imagine whathemight taste like, she licked her lips. His eye caught the movement and, though his smile slowly fel , his eyes became heated.


  “Your eyes are turning color.” He said.


  Turning color?His statement brought her back to her senses. “What do you mean?”


  He continued his intense gaze, the honey gold of his eyes melting, oozing with unspoken promises. She shivered. He shook his head. “They’re normal again, but they almost looked silver a second ago.”


  “I saw it too,” Marik said. “When she was looking at you.”


  Analia didn’t know what they were talking about. Her eyes don’t change colors.Do they?


  “It could be a trait of her kind.” Marik turned to her. “Is that true?”


  “I don’t know of my kind. As far as I know, I’m al that’s left.” The thought that she might be the last of her people always saddened her. “My mother died when I was stil young and after that …” she trailed off. “I was alone after that.”


  Marik gave her a look of compassion. “This is not important now. We have work to do, and as it seems, I have a lot of training to do.” He nodded his dismissal to Sebastian. Analia was slightly stunned at that.The captain being dismissed by the cook?But Sebastian merely nodded in return,and turned to leave without another word or look in her direction. Her heart sank slightly as he disappeared. Why? She didn’t know. What was she expecting? A,good luckordon’t screw this upmaybe. Was she disappointed?


  “Do you like to be cal ed Anya or Analia?” Marik asked.


  Analia gave pause. She didn’t dislike it when Sebastian cal ed her Anya. It made her feel more connected in some way to her new life.A new name for a fresh start. But her mother, or possibly her father, had named her Analia. “Either is fine,” She said, undecided.


  With no more questions, Marik started by showing her how to wash a dish. It wasn’t difficult to catch on. Wash in warm water with soap, rinse, let dry.


  Easy. Leaving her to it Marik walked to the other side of the gal ey to begin cooking. Analia washed every dish til it gleamed. The work was satisfying even though her hands were getting pruned. As she scrubbed, she could hear people ordering through the large countertop window that connected thesalonwith the gal ey. Resisting the urge, she wanted to peek around her corner by the sink to see al the new faces.


  When Analiafinished al the dishes she waited for Marik’s approval. Randomly he picked up and examined many dishes—looking for mistakes she assumed—final y, he commended her work,and then showed her around the rest of the gal ey. After demonstrating where everything belonged he showed her the walk-in cooler where the perishable foods were kept, the walk-in cupboard where canned and dried foods lined the shelves, and the cooking area where she was never to go near unless he told her otherwise. Analia clung to his every word,not wanting to make a mistake.


  Just then someone yel ed across the counterfor something cal edrake stew. Marik cringed. “The one thing I can’t stand is being ordered at,” he commented for her ears only, while fil ing a bowl with a chunky liquid that tingled deliciously in Analia’s nostrils. He handed the bowl to the man who had ordered it,and came back to her with a smile playing on his lips. “That’s why you are about to start your real job.”


  Analia looked at him sideways.


  “When someone comes in,you’re going to go out there and take their order, then bring it back to me.I’l cook it and plate it and you’l bring it to them. Can you do that?”


  It sounded simple enough and the thought of being able to meet people up close, talking with them, was exhilarating. “I can do that.”


  Heshooed her towards the door, “Go on then.”


  With a little too much excitement, she walkedthroughthe door that led to the salon. Looking around she saw most of the tables were empty. One table was occupied by three people, a woman and two males. At another table there were two males. Their dress was distinctly individual and their races varied to the extreme. Neither table seemed to have placed an order yet. The man who had just ordered a moment ago sat alone atatable in the corner.Analiaapproached the table of three.


  The female had short spiky brown hair, and a smal frame. Near her hairline started an intricate deep blue tattoo that swirled in a tight pattern, growing larger and gradating to green,as it traveled along her hairline and down her neck, disappearing where her clothing hugged her shoulders. Her dress was a deep blue that skated down her body past her ankles where a pair of black open-toe shoes peaked out. Both men were blond, handsome in different ways and dressed in the same clothes, tan button down shirts with dark brown pants and heavy black shoes—A uniform, perhaps, to identify their jobs.


  None of them featured the horns that Sebastian, Marik, and Sonya did. Out of habit Analia looked at their ears—constantly seeking her own kind—they were nothing like her pointed ones. She fought the usual twinge of disappointment.


  It wasn’t until they noticed her approach that they stopped their conversation and looked at her. Her nerves caught up with her. She had no idea what she was doing. She almost forgot why she had approached them to begin with. Marik said totake their orderso she would start with that.


  “Hi, my name is Analia.” Her voice only slightly quivered. “May I take your orders?”


  Al eyebrows rose as they gaped at her. The two men at the other table stopped talking and focused on her as wel . She tried to smile but was sure it looked forced. Final y, one of the males spoke.


  


  “Hi Analia, I’m Xandar. You’re that girl aren’t you? That stowaway?”


  “I am.”


  “You’re cute.” He stated. The other two let out a short laugh.


  Analia tried not to blush, and kept her face blank. “Thank you.”


  “You’re working for Marik?” She nodded. “Don’t let him boss you around too much. He can be a tight ass.”


  Analia didn’t know what to say to that so she focused on her job instead. “Are you ready to order or should I come back?”


  Xandar’s gaze didn’t waver, his staring started to become uncomfortable. She told herself it was because being stared at was entirely new to her. Xandar leaned back in his chair and studied her from head to toe. “Technical y you’re not part of the crew are you?”


  “No,” she offered. “I’m not. I’l be leaving the ship once the current commission is completed.”


  “So that means you’re not against the rules.”


  The women snorted and spoke with a strange accent that Analia had never heard before. “Like you fol ow the rules anyway, leave the poor girl alone and just order already. Little Analia I’l have the shroomeak salad.”


  Analia nodded and turned her attention to the other male who hadn’t yet spoken.


  “Rake stew.” He said.


  She then focused on Xandar who was stil looking at her likeshewas on the menu.


  Final y, he spoke. “I’l do the rake stew as wel .”


  She nodded and turned away, walking to the other table to take their orders. The two men were both slightly dusted with black stains on their clothing and skin. Analia decided that, by their messed appearance, they must be mechanics or work closely with the engines of the ship. One man had an upturned nose and a set of long thin horns,nestled just behind ears that rose slightly above his bald head. They were nothing like Sebastian’s short stubbly horns.


  The man’s demeanor would look menacing, if it wasn’t for his kind eyes. The other man seemed to be made of wrinkles—his face, arms and neck, even his eyelids had wrinkles on them—though the wrinkles didn’t make him look old.


  Both men ordered rake stew. Analia reentered the gal ey to relay the orders to Marik,then asked, “What is rake stew?”


  “It’s made up of whatever meats I have available when I begin to make it, combined with vegetables and my own special blend of spices. It slow-cooks for three days before it is ready to be served. It just went on the menu this morning so you’l be getting a lot of orders for it.”


  Marik was right. Most orders throughout the day were for rake stew. With every table she grew more and more comfortable in her new position, and began to approach each table with confidence.


  The questions were the same with each table. Where did you come from? Why did you sneak onto the ship? Where are you headed next? What species are you? She tactful y dodged the difficult questions and real y didn’t know how to answer the last two.


  As she served the crew,she also observed them. They were al so different from one another, completely different species sitting together laughing and talking as though there were no differences between them. A man with smal tentacles cascading from his neck sat across from a woman with four eyes.


  At another table a woman with red skin shared stories with two women with larger than normal eyes that seemed to glow multicolored.


  She also noticed how happy everyone seemed. Everyone smiled at her and were mostly polite. The atmosphere was easy-going and relaxed. There was a comforting energy al around her.


  Maybe she didn’t need to find her own kind. Maybe there was a place for her, like this, where different species lived in peace together. Maybe there was a place for her on this very ship. What if she could stay?


  The thought was heady. After only a day of mingling with the crew she had al owed herself to feel like one of them. Even though she knew she would never be like them, not real y. Not with her ability, ever-present and threatening her peace. But if she could keep it hidden, buried, there would be no reason for any of them to covet her for her gift.


  Two more females entered. They looked young, teenagers maybe. One looked similar to the woman with the intricate tattoo. She had the same swirl pattern that framed her face, only hers varied in color from oranges to yel ows and deep reds. Analia thought it looked beautiful.


  The other girl had bril iant blue hair that cut off just above the shoulders, and her skin was a silky pale color. They stood for a moment surveying the room that had fil ed rapidly with patrons, until one had spotted her and pointed for the other. They stood on tip-toes to get a better look atAnaliabefore grabbing a table near where they entered.


  Analia weaved through the crowded room to reach them, they whispered intoeach other’sear as she came close. “Hi,” Analia said and introduced herself for the thousandth time that day. Then came the questions in such hurried rushes,that she didn’t have time to respond to al of them. She looked around the room and pondered the crowd. Many faceswouldglanceher way, then quickly turnaway.Hushed whispers fil ed the room. It seemed al were focused on her in some way. She was a curiosity of sorts, Analia realized.


  She almost laughed out loud, after so many years in isolation she almost felt crowded. The feeling was so foreign to her, she reveled in it.


  Analiaturned back to the girls and tried to answer their questions adequately, nearby conversations died down to listen in. The teen’s questions continued to flow from them like water,andAnaliawas beginning to enjoy the enthusiastic interrogation, while stil skil ful y evading certain questions. Then Analiaasked a fewquestionsof her own, wanting to know everything about the people on the ship.


  


  “How long have the two of you lived on the ship?”


  The one with the pattern etched skin spoke first. “I was born on this ship. My mother works in the plant nursery.”


  “Do you like it here?”


  “Yeah, it’s okay.” She shrugged.


  The other girl was eager, “I wasn’t born here but I’ve been herefor five years. My dad is one of the engineers.” She said proudly. “Have you seen the ship?”


  She asked. “There are lots of thing to do here.Before me and my dad came here we were on a ship that didn’t have anything, it was so boring.”


  


  “Sebastian showed me around a little.”


  They both sniggered at that.“He’s so cute.” Blue hair said.


  “I like Calic better.” The other blushed slightly. “By the way my name is Spectra, and this is Edenya,” Spectra pointed to the blue haired girl.


  “I’m glad to meet you both. So, are you hungry or did you just come in to interrogateme?” After taking their orders Analiawalked back into the gal ey, a few plates of food had piled up and she hurried them out to the tables.


  When she returned Marik asked how she was handling everything.


  “I think I’m getting the hang of it.”


  “They seem to be coming in by the dozen,” he said. “This is an unusual crowd for this time of day. I think they’re al here to see you Anya.”


  She nodded in agreement. “I think so too.”


  “Are you feeling overwhelmed? You can cal it a day if you want to go back to your room.”


  “Thanks, but I’l stay. It is overwhelming,but it’s also a relief.” She said while gathering more plates. If she worked real y hard, maybe she could convince Sebastian to let her stay.


  


  


  


  Chapter 7


  


  Fuck.


  How could she have been a slave? It couldn’t be possible. However, it did explain her appearance when he’d found her, and her timidness. The thought had briefly occurred to him then,but her beauty quickly scraped it away, he had instantly dismissed slavery as a possibility for such a stunning creature.


  The thought of her being a slave made his gut retch.


  Sebastian’s bad mood was obvious to everyone within close proximity. The hal s parted as he passed and after he entered the control room the silent tension grew as thick as a fog. For the crew, total avoidance was the game. Keeping out of thrashing distance,and avoiding a demon’s rage was key to survival.


  Usual y Sebastian was slow toanger, but when it did happen,it was difficult to calm him. It was like a flood gate opened inside of him. Only Calic remained undaunted by his angry demeanor.In fact, he often enjoyed provoking him for his own sadistic amusement.


  Calic was watching him now,smugness painted his features,enjoying Sebastian’s loss of control. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Cale barked.


  Sebastian growled and fought the urge to introduce Cale’s face to his fist. Cale noted the gleam inSebastian’seye and it only drove him on. Some of the crew shook their heads at Cale in warning. Cale either didn’t notice or chose to ignore them.


  “What?” Cale continued his baiting. “Looking to take it out on someone, yeah? I’m game, we can spar right here, I haven’t had a good crack from you in years. Starting to think you’re going soft big brother.”


  Quick as lightning Sebastian whipped his arm out and snaked his hand around Cale’s neck, squeezing tight to hold him in place. Cale just smiled and al owed the contact, though Sebastian knew he could easily squirm out of his hold. Hazily Sebastian realized Cale was al owing him to take out his rage,and wouldn’t retaliate if Sebastian decided to beat the living shit out of him right now … wel not at first anyway. Cale always loved a good fight.


  Sebastian softened his grip andafter a moment of contemplation,he let go.Though he real y would like to take out his rage on someone, he should be ableto control his baser instincts.


  Cale gave his trademark arrogant laugh and muttered, “Soft,” under his breath, stil posturing for a fight. “Better watch out, you were almost about to act like a demon.”


  Ignoring Cale, Sebastian returned to his brooding.


  Analia was an escaped slave who admittedly knew nothing of cooking, cleaning, or serving. Fists clenched, the dark recesses of his mind knew al toowel what a slaver would want from her. His stomach retched as the thought pushed him closer to the Edge.


  Then his stomach tightened even more as the memory of last night crept its way into his mind. The way he’d behaved toward her, nearly attacking her, with little regard for her. He’d almost taken her out of mindless lust. She had asked him to stop with such fear in her voice, he remembered her body shaking with it. No wonder she was so frightened of him. He’d acted, as many races expected of his kind, like a monster.


  Now more than ever he needed to stay away from her. Every time Analia came near him he was compel ed to touch her, to stay near her, to taste her.


  Even now, during one of his worst rages since the war, he felt the need to go to her for relief. As if she would accept him after the way he’d treated her. His demon instincts were compel ing him to, not only go to her, but to protect her. That was laughable,she would need protectionfrom him.


  Keeping himself away from her was one way of protecting her, but what of the other males on the ship? The thought drove his fury.


  Right now it was a very good thing she hadn’t told him where she’d come from, because al he wanted to do was forget the contract with the Serakians, find the person who had hurt her, and rip him to bloody shreds. Screw the wards!


  If he didn’t release this rage somehow,he knew he would do something he’d regret later.


  “Cale!” Sebastian barked his name like an order.


  Calic recognized the tone inSebastian’svoice and smiled with malevolence. “Let’s do this.”


  Sebastian was barely able to make it to the sparing room—without knocking Cale’s head off—a room where a number of practice weapons lined the wal s. But for this, he wanted to use his body as the weapon. Cale positioned himself across from Sebastian in his natural fighting stance. It was a deceiving stance making Cale look too relaxed and unprepared for a fight. When an enemy would attack him, thinking to catch him off guard, Cale would strike with almost invisible speed. Sebastian knew this wel , had seen him in action, and wanted the ful force of it.


  Without a sign that the battle had begun, Sebastian lunged. Calic was quick but so was he. Sebastian caught him in the jaw. Without missing a beat,Cale lashed out with a kick to the gut and, in a twisting move, a hard elbow to the ear. Sebastian hardly felt it through the festering wrath inside him—his fangs descended as his mind ventured closer to the Edge—Sebastian countered with a bashing punch to Cale’s abdomen. Cale stumbled back, but quickly regaining balance he kicked wide,catching Sebastian in the chest.


  Although Sebastian could have dodged the move, he didn’t. It was as if he needed the pain to calm him in some way. He was closer to the Edge than he’d been in decades and below the muddiness of his mind he knew his own crew was in danger from him if he couldn’t regain control. Either fighting or sex helped to focus a demon until the madness eased. It was either fight Cale or go to Analia, his instincts screamed for Anya, but he knew if he went to her now,he would hurt her. With Sebastian lost to rage and lust she wouldn’t survive it, even if she wanted him,which she didn’t.


  Cale was the perfect opponent. He understood a demon’s rage, having been to the Edge himself a number of times.Caleespecial y understood Sebastian. If the situation were reversed—as it had been in the past, many times over—Sebastian would be doing the same for Cale.


  


  Another hard hit to Sebastian’s skul fol owed by two swift punches to his gut and a move from Cale that took his legs out from under him. His big body slammed into the mat.


  The boy was fast. Sebastian felt a twinge of pride slice through his rage.


  Sebastian rol ed out of the way just before Cale’s elbow landed on his windpipe. Both of them on the ground Sebastian kicked out, booting Cale in the stomach, and then flipped to his feet.


  Cale laughed, coming to his feet as wel . “It’s about time I got a good fight out of you!” With a smile on his face Cale lunged again, faking a punch, spinning his body,he was now behind Sebastian grabbing him in a chokehold and landing a barrage of punches and kicks to his body. Sebastian rol edCaleover his back and flipped his own body so that he landed hard on top of Cale, Sebastian’s elbow connecting with his chest. Cale’s breath rushed out of him. Pushing away and staying low to the ground Cale spun his leg out, landing another perfect kick to Sebastian’s skul , whipping his headto the side, as blood fanned away from the cut on his lip.


  They went on like this until both were panting and exhausted, bodies pressed wearily to the mat, and Sebastian’s storm of fury had abated. After a long while of catching their breaths Calic was the first to speak.


  “What the fuck happened to you?”


  Sebastian swal owed hard and after a few moments told him everything that had happened between Analia and himself.


  Without humor, Cale laughed. “I have to meet the chit that’s got you so worked up.Youof al people!”


  “What do you mean me of al people?”


  Cale rol ed his eyes. “I’ve seen you with women. You don’t give a fuck about their pasts or their futures either beforeorafter you’ve slept with them. You don’t care about any woman.”


  “Neither do you.”


  Cale was silent for a moment, “No arguments there.”


  “I care about Sonya.” Sebastian retorted.


  “As do I, but she’s different. She’s family”—pause—“the trustworthy kind. She doesn’t count. What’s more, you lose interest in any woman who has ever set foot on this ship, but this woman is under your skin in a bad way. Why?”


  Shaking his head, “I don’t know.”


  “Wel I’m curious. I have to see this girl.” He gave Sebastian a mischievous smile. “Hungry?”


  “I’ve vowed to stay away from her remember.”


  “Be realistic, no one can stay away from anyone on this ship. Let’s go”


  Calic couldn’t wait to see this. Sebastian was never affected by a woman. He’d taken the betrayal of their mother and Velicia almost worse than he did.


  Sebastian kept himself clear of women, only taking a woman to his bed when he absolutely needed to, and never on the ship.


  Luckily,Cale didn’t have that problem. He enjoyed sex more than ever, of course rarely with the same woman. He had sampled many on the ship without getting attached. None compared to hisVelicia, his mate. Thememory of herfil ed him with regret,but he quickly stamped it down.


  Cale was wary of the stowaway who had unwittingly driven Sebastian to the Edge. She was of questionable background,and her intentions unknown. Cale had to assess the situation firsthand, to figure out if he needed to protect Sebastian from her or the other way around. She could be nothing more than a spy,sent by one of their countless competitors. He would meet her and make his judgment before voicing his opinion to Sebastian, but it was a very likely scenario.


  They entered the salon and chose a table in the corner,overlooking most of the room.


  Sebastian’s eyes went wild when he spotted her. She was conversing easily with a table of men. Some of the men were known for their treatment of women—not so different from Sebastian and himself—a low growl reverberated from deep within Sebastian. He looked as though he was fighting the urge to get between them and make his claim on her known. It was how Cale would have acted, had acted, with his own mate before he had claimed her as his.


  It hurt now to think of, to remember the love he had forVeliciabefore she cal ously betrayed them to their enemy. Even with her betrayal he missed her deeply, her touch, her taste, her hands on his body and her soft cries in his ear as he drove into her. He had loved her completely, would have done anything for her. Pain spiked in him and he looked at Sebastian. Surely it wasn’t as serious as that. Sebastian couldn’t be so stupid as to want to claimthe chitas his only mate.


  Cale studied her. Her movements screamed innocence. Sonya had obviously provided the wardrobe.The girl gavea nervous laugh,and the table of men joined in. As she strol ed back into thegal ey,Calenoticed many eyes in the room lingered on her. Cale was surprised to find evenhewas getting the urge to protect her, if only for the sake of Sebastian’s sanity.


  When she once again exited thegal eyshe spotted Sebastian. Her face lit up as she hurried over to take their order. Sebastian gripped the table.


  “Hi Sebastian! I mean Captain.” Her smile was radiant, then she turned to Cale,obviously regarding his horns. A little smal and lighter in color than Sebastian’s, they almost blended in withCale’sblond spikes of hair. “Hi, I’m Analia.” She introduced herself and reached out her hand.


  “Calic.” He took her hand,admiring her bravery when she was obviously timid. There were not many who would reach out to wil ingly touch a demon.


  Perhaps she was truly as naive as Sebastian claimed. Either that,or she is a very good actress.


  


  “How do you like the job?” Sebastian asked.


  She nearly bounced with her words. “It’s great. I must have met everyone on the ship by now. Marik says they’re curious about me, though I don’t know why they would be. There are so many different races here,I’m overwhelmed at learning them al . Many of them offered to show me more of the ship,but I told them I’d have to check with you first.”


  Cale waited for Sebastian’s ire but he kept himself in check.


  “You don’t need to check with me.In factyou won’t be seeing much of me from now on. I have a lot of responsibilities to attend to. If you need anything, go to Marik or Sonya, or even Cale if they are not available.” Cale scoffed at that and Sebastian shot him a warning look. “Cale wil be more than happy to assist you.”


  Analia’s face fel . “Okay,” She muttered.


  Uh oh.


  Could she be as affected by Sebastian as he was by her? By the way Sebastian had spoken, you would think she should be happy not to see him again.


  Just then Sebastian got up to leave and her breath caught.


  “Are you not staying to eat?”


  “No, I’l eat later.”


  “But there’s rake stew. Marik says it wil be gone by today. He made me try it, it’s very good. One of the best things I’ve tasted so far.”


  Sebastian laughed at that and reluctantly settled back in his chair. “Sure, I can’t pass up rake stew.”


  She smiled again, “You too Calic?”


  “Sure, why not.”


  Analiarushed back to thegal eyand returned with two piping hot bowls. By the rich aroma, Cale could tel Marik had used a good stock of meat this time.


  Cale dug in. Sebastian thanked Analia and watched her as she attended the other tables. In turn she would periodical y glance his way, turning away quickly if she caught his gaze.


  “I’m going to need to get a mop for al the drool in here.” Cale caught Sebastian’s attention with that. He tried,and failed to hide a guilty smirk. “I see why you would want to stay away. A beautiful woman who wants to be near you? Belch.”


  “She doesn’t want …”


  “Yes she does.” Cale interrupted. “I’ve seen that look in a woman’s eyes before … manyin fact. She wants you too.”


  “I don’t want …”


  “Yes. You do.”


  Sebastian shook his head but didn’t try to deny it again.


  “I think you should just take her.”


  He looked at Cale with a warning in his eyes. “No.”


  “Get her out of your system.” He drawled. “Once you’ve had her, you’l be over her. Problem solved.”


  Sebastian glanced toward Analia and his posture became rigid, horns darkening with malice. Cale looked and saw a male fingering the material of her skirt. Analia politely dodged out of reach. He focused back on Sebastian and snapped his fingers to gain his attention. “Then there would be no more of that,” He raised an eyebrow at Sebastian’s show of fangs. Sebastianvisiblystruggled to regain his calm.


  “I couldn’t. She’s probably been treated badly her whole life. I wouldn’t feel right about using her like that.”


  Cale looked at him like he was crazy. “Do you … you don’t care for her? Do you?” He noted the revulsion in his own voice.


  “Of course not!”


  “Good because you don’t even know this girl. She could be a spy.” Analia, carrying a load of dishes, teetered off balance and nearly dropped the pile.


  She gathered her balance before disappearing into thegal ey. “A very convincing spy.”


  “You’re right, al the more reason to stay away from her. I’m out of here. If she comes to you I’d appreciate it if you tried to help her, and be nice. And Cale


  … I don’t have to tel you not to touch her.”


  “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole,”Lie. If she wasn’t making Sebastian crazed,she was just the kind of girl he would attempt, but he scoffed at the idea of getting attached as clearly as Sebastian was.


  Sebastian left the room without a backward glance.


  The disappointment on Analia’s face, when she saw that Sebastian was gone, seemed to flood the room with its energy,almost pul ing sympathy from Cale. He didn’t like that. As Cale left the salon, he caught Marik’s eye and they shared a look.


  So, Marik was aware of the situation as wel .


  


  


  


  Finishing out the day Analia helped Marik clean up thegal eyand salon. Cleaning turned out to be as simple as washing the dishes or waiting the tables, though not as fun as waiting tables.


  As she wiped the counters, she al owed her mind to drift through her day. A single day had been filed with more amusement than the whole of her entire life. Understanding flooded her at how much she’d been missing, solidifying her determination to keep her freedom. She vowed to work harder to prove her worth so she could petition to stay aboard the ship,and become part of the crew.


  When Sebastian had appeared in thesalonshe used it as her chance to show how competent she was with her new position,and how quickly she performed her tasks. Hoping he was watching, she made sure to keep as busy as possible. Then she had noticed hewaswatching, intensely so. Flushing she had become distracted by him. She struggled not to notice his eyes on her. It had made her self-conscious about her every move.


  One time during the evening Calic had whispered something to him, and he raked her with a look that stopped her in her tracks and almost sent a large pile of dishes crashing to the floor. It was the same look he gave her last night, and it had made her entire body shudder.


  “Hi ya.” Sonya was suddenly in front of her. Analia hadn’t even heard her enter the room. “You almost finished here?” Jumping up she planted herself on the counter where Analia had just finished cleaning. Her legs swung leisurely off the ledge.


  “I stil have some cleaning to do, but I believe I’l be finished soon.”


  “Marik?” Sonya yel edthrough the window.


  “Take her. I’l finish up here.”


  Analia protested. “No I can finish.”


  “Go on Anya. You did wel today. I’l see you tomorrow.”


  Sonya didn’t wait for her reply before she hopped off the counter and pul edAnaliatoward the exit. “I have a surprise for you.” She practical y sang.


  “A surprise?” Analia noted the casual way Sonya gripped her hand,and smiled back at her as she continued pul ing her down the hal . “I’ve been hunting al day long for you. I was tempted to keep some for myself.” She flipped her hair dramatical y and sighed, “You’re lucky I’m the generous type.”


  “I have no idea what you’re taking about.” Analia almost laughed at the playful y wicked look Sonya gave her.


  “We’re here.” They stopped in front of Analia’s room. “Wel ? Go in.”


  Tentatively,Analia entered her room,not sure what to expect. Al around the room,clothes were draped over the couch, the bed, tables and chairs. “What’s this?”


  “Your new wardrobe.” Sonya smiled and clapped her hands together as if it was the most amazing site, and for Analia it was.


  Her gaze rol ed over the room taking in the clothing of al shapes and colors. She had never had a wardrobe before. The only clothing Darius al owed her,weretatter rags,not even fit for cleaning with. Biting back tearsAnalialooked at Sonya, the muscles in her throat tightening as she foughttheoverwhelming emotion, unable to speak her gratitude.


  “Stop that,” Sonya scolded. “You’re going to get me going. Go. Go play with your new toys.”


  As Sonya watched,Analiabrowsed the col ection,feelingthe materials. Some were softer than others and she couldn’t wait to wear them. Her outfit for the morning was already chosen before Analia finished browsing through every item.


  “It’s not the best, it’s only what people were wil ing to part with, but I was able to get you some pretty nice stuff. Don’t you think?”


  “Thank you Sonya. But this is too much,I think. I’m leavingthe ship after the delivery.” ThoughAnaliasecretly hoped otherwise.


  “You’l stil need clothes after you leave us, won’t you? Lesson number one, you can never have enough clothes.” With sly movements,and a wicked grin Sonya slinked further into the room. “Lesson number two? Shoes!” She opened a closet to reveal a smal pile of shoes. Anya moved to get a better view.


  Some were flat, and some were spiked at the heel like Sonya’s. Though they were beautiful, Analia found herself wondering how you’d walk in them.


  Sonya must have seen her reservation. “Have you ever worn heels before?”


  Analia shook her head.


  “Oooh. This wil be fun. Try them on,and let me see your walk.” Sonya plopped onto the couch expectantly.


  Discarding her flats,Analia strapped on one of the scarier pair. Taking a few shaky steps she was surprised at how balanced you had to be in order to stay upright.


  After stumbling many times, and hearing Sonya’s giggles of delight, Analiaasked “Why do you go through this trouble?”


  “Because, they look great!” She said,as though the question was a sil y one.


  “Oh.”


  “Keep trying, you’l get it.” Sonya stood and gave her a slow demonstration. Analia fol owed her example,and after many attempts was able to walk across the room with only one slip. Even though Sonya seemed to thoroughly enjoy Analia’s every falter—every one ofSonya’showls and giggles drew a laugh from Analia as wel —Sonyaapplauded at Analia’s mild triumph. “Very nice, now try another pair.”


  This time Analia chose a smal er heel,which was much easier, but stil trying. She made it across the room with no slips and smiled at her own success.


  This pair would go perfect with her outfit tomorrow.


  Sonya suddenly turned serious. Analia could tel something was on her mind,and was sure she was about to be questioned—again—but asked anyway.


  “What is it?”


  “I heard something about you, that you were a slave. Is it true?”


  Analia merely nodded in confirmation.


  “For how long?”


  “Almost al my life. I was a child when my Mother died. I don’t remember exactly how old I was, or my true age now, but I estimate it has been about two hundred years.”


  “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine what that would be like. Marik was a slave, did he tel you?


  “Yes.”


  “When we saved him he was wild. Almost mad,from what they did to him. You seem to be more stable. But then, demons don’t do wel in captivity. We are ruled by emotions that border on the extreme. Happy, sad or angry we feel them very strongly. Perhaps your kind has more control over themselves.”


  “I’m not sure. Maybe. There were many times I thought I would go mad. There was a timewhenI think Iwasmad. My mind would invent hal ucinations.”


  At times she would see a ghost of a man. The same man each time. He was older,and reminded her of something, or someone,she couldn’t quite remember. She imagined he had ears like hers,and kind eyes. She figured it was a way for her mind to cope with the long periods of isolation.


  “For some reason I would always come back from the brink of insanity, I don’t know why or how, I just did. And then I was myself once more. I remember feeling that there was something more for me. That eventual y,I would be free. I guess that kept me sane.” WhatAnaliadidn’t say,was that the hal ucination would tel her these things. He would tel her he could sense her future,and assured her that she would beokay.


  Even though she knew he wasn’t real, Analiaalways kept him in the back of her mind, for strength.


  “So, you don’t know how old you are?”


  “No.”


  “When is your birthday?”


  “I don’t remember. Like I said, I was very young when my mother died.”


  “Were you enslaved because she died?”


  “Yes and no. I remember we were running from something, something from my home planet,I think.” Analia’s brows drew together trying to remember. She hadn’t thought of her mother, or the events that wove her fate for so long.’Get her out of here, keep her safe’someone had yel ed. The memory almost surfaced. “When we approached a large ship,I remember myMother seemed to grow upset. She was yel ing at someone, the pilot maybe. I just looked out the window as we began to dock.The ship became our home.We hadn’t beentherevery long before my Mother … died.”


  Darius had told her it was suicide. She believed him,atfirst, when she was only a child. But now she had no doubt that Darius was behind the death. “After that I belonged to …” Analia trailed off. She had almost given a name.Stupid. “I was a slave from that point on.” She remembered the first time Darius hooked her up to the ship, drawing out her energyin excruciating waves. Shethought she would die from the pain of it.


  Sonya, now visibly saddened by her story, slumped on the couch. “I’m sorry.” She said. “I’m glad that you’re free now. May your life be fil ed with happiness from now til the end.”


  Analia tried to shrug off the sense of foreboding that now flooded her. Darius could stil find her. She realized she couldn’t stay onMarada,as she’d been wishing al day. Eventual y he wil come looking for her. Not only would he find her,and claim her once more, but—and it only occurred to her now—the people on this ship were in danger, because of her.


  Extargawas powerful, even without Analia there to give it life. Darius honed it as a weapon of destruction. Sebastian’s ship was substantial,and she could feel its strength, but it would never stand a chance againstExtarga. Darius would rip through theMaradaas if it were made of paper.


  Analia was intrigued by the feelings Sebastian brought out in her,and grateful that he was helping her. Unfortunately the only way she could see to repay his kindness,was to get as far away from him, andMarada, as possible, before Darius realizes Sebastian was aiding her.


  The loneliness that had been curbed by today’s events came crashing back on her with the weight of a steel cage.


  As soon as Sonya leftfor the night,Analia showered, lingering under the new luxury of fresh, warm water. A bout of anticipation hit her when she exited the bathing chamber, and then, strangely enough disappointment, when she found herself alone. Analia curled up on the couch.


  The feeling of anticipation had startled her, the disappointment alarmed her. Did shewantSebastian to be here waiting for her? Looking at her the way he had in the salon, or the night before? Thatcouldn’tbe what she wanted.


  Sebastian was more handsome than any male she’d ever seen. With eyes that glowed gold and hair as black as space. Horns that faded from deep magenta at the base to black at the tip, she imagined what they might feel like. Were they hard to the touch? Warm like his skin? Or cool?


  He seemed to be bringing out unfamiliardesires in her. At the thought of him her body grew warm and ached with need. What might he have done if she had embraced him the night before?


  What was wrong with her?


  It was a good thing she wasn’t staying on this ship—with a male that had such a strong effect on her. Every time Sebastian came near her, the attraction grew stronger. With her out of control desire, it was possible he could obtain more control over her than Darius ever had. She suspected Sebastian could make her beg where Darius never could. The thought sobered her and she quel ed her sil y fantasies.


  She would take control of herself from this point on. Besides, as he’d said, she wouldn’t be seeing much of him anyway. She told herself she was glad about that. That she would be so busy herself that she would have no time to think of him anyway. She made herself say it over and over again until she believed the convenient lie.


  


  


  “Dammit Anya!”


  Analia’s body jerked away but she kept her eyes closed and clutched the covers to her chin. Sebastian was here again, and angry that she hadn’t heeded his order to use the bed he’d provided for her.


  She peeked through squinted eyes.


  As she suspected, his were angered and he seemed to be waiting for an explanation. He wore a deep blue short-sleeve shirt that revealed his strong muscular arms, crossed over his chest, and black pants that looked to have been made to fit him perfectly. His hair was tussled in a way that made him look sexy and dangerous at the same time. Fighting her body’s reaction to him she felt her nipples grow hard, and that achy need from last night was slowly returning.


  She hadn’t expected him to show up after his declaration about being too busy to deal with her. She’d believed it so much that she dared to wear one of thesmal ersleeping gowns,with the softest material she’d ever felt.Unfortunately,it hugged her body,and clung to her curves. Not good. She needed him to stay in control of himself so she could do the same, and she had the feeling that her tiny outfit would hinder them both.


  Why was he here anyway? To make sure she was obeying his orders?Her blood boiled at the thought. Did he think he was her new master? She was done being control ed by males!


  “Why are you sleeping on the couch again? I told you to use the bed. I had it brought in for your comfort, and you wil use it.”


  His arrogant commanding tone irritated the desire right out of her. The affront that he could order her around, as though she were part of his crew—when he made it crystal clear that she wasn’t—snapped something inside her. Violently throwing the covers aside, she stood on the couch to match his height and chal enged him with a steady gaze. Fists clenched, “I’m done taking orders Sebastian! I’m free of that. I’l sleep where I want, when I want,and I don’t have to explain myself to you. If you don’t like it, then you can do what you original y promised to do and throw me out into space. I’m not one of your crew and I’m no one’s slave!”


  Sebastian’s jaw had dropped halfway through her speech. His shocked eyes lowered to her breast, and she painful y became aware once more of the scantily clad way she was dressed. Analia fought the urge to grab for the blanket and cover herself. She needed to stand her ground now or lose both her confidence, and the battle she may have just begun.


  Sonya had said demons were ruled by strong emotions. Analia realized she was provoking him with both her body and her sharp tongue. She would have never done that to Darius, she couldn’t even fathom the punishment he would have rendered at her outburst. Analia feared she was about to see a side of Sebastian that would forever change her view of him.


  Sebastian dropped his folded arms and took an angry step toward her. Then he stopped just a few feet away. Just when she’d begun to waver in her resolve his lips curled slightly. She cursed her body for being affected once again by that tiny smile. His eyes were stil on her body when he spoke.


  “You’re not a slave here Anya, I don’t want you for that.” His piercing gaze flashed to her face. Her breath caught at the mingling of emotions she saw there. Anger, desire, sorrow, and back to anger. “You are however on my ship, il egal y I might add. And as long as you’re here, you wil be treated as though you are under my command.” Analia set her jaw. His smile became mischievous, as though he were enjoying himself.


  They stood that way for a moment, his arrogance against her newly found stubbornness. Thenhe said, “You need to get dressed.” Crossing his arms again,he took a step back. “Now.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest mimicking his stance. The action caused the material to stretch tighter around her breasts,and for amoment she regretted the move—until Sebastian’s jaw clenched, and a slow almost inaudible groan escaped him. The sound caused the warmth in her to grow hotter, a throbbing pulse flowed through her, and her skin became super sensitive. She could feel every fiber of the soft material rubbing against her flesh. Her heart pounded against her rib cage making her breath hitch.


  Like a statue,Sebastian froze. The only indication of his emotion was in his eyes.He explored her body with only his gaze,butit almost felt like a physical touch. As he perused her body, his muscles seemed to grow tighter,and a tic started in his jaw.


  Suddenly he dropped his arms,fists clenched, and took another step back, tearing away his gaze. “Get dressed!” He barked.


  His tone made her jump, fear quickly replaced desire.


  Thank the gods!


  She grabbed the clothes she had selected the night before and rushed to the bathroom. The doors swooshed open at her approach and wouldn’t close fast enough once she had entered.


  When she was safely inside she leaned wearily against the wal . What had just happened? Before meeting Sebastian she had been docile, obedient and tame. Now? Now she didn’t know what she was.


  


  Analia had expected Sebastian to lose control,as he had the night before. Somewhere inside her she thought maybe she had wanted him too, and she scolded herself for it. But he was nothing like before.


  Perhaps, now that he knew she’d been a slave, his opinion of her had dropped. The thought should have made her glad, but it didn’t.


  As Analia dressed, she once again thought over her new life and how she was already so changed by it. She found that she liked the racing of her heart, when it was caused by something other than punishment. She had loved the unpredictability of the day before. Even a moment ago with Sebastian had been exciting,as wel as frightening.


  For the first time in her life she was eager for more.


  


  


  The moment Anya entered the bathing chamber Sebastian ran out of there like some sort of deviant. He’d been foolish to come here this morning. Selfish and foolish! Making sure she was fol owing his orders had been just an excuse he had branded into his mind, to al ow himself to see her. Deep down he knew there was another reason. He just hadn’t wanted to admit it.


  She’d insinuated that he was treating her like a slave.Preposterous!Now that he was wel away from her, and her delirious scent, he could muster upthe proper amount ofanger at the accusation. If he was treating her as a slave,would she have such luxurious accommodations? Or almost free rein of the ship? Al the food she could eat? Sebastian seethed. He craved her comfort, is al . Again this morning she had looked as though she had only slept a few hours through the night.


  The couch was old and overused, the cushions no longer plush. He hadn’t given much thought to the couch at the time the room had been set up for her.


  His main concern had been finding a comfortable bed for her to sleep in. He had become furious when he saw that she was again refusing to use it.


  Then the chit had stood, revealing herself to him, and his brain had gone dead. Her sleeping garment was a deep maroon tight piece of fabric that cut off at her upper thigh and gripped her breasts the way that he wanted to. For a moment he’d forgotten why he was there in the first place.Something about a bed? Yes that was the perfect thing for a moment like this. Her lightly tussled blond hair spil ed over her shoulders and framed her face in such a way as to make him imagine what she might look like after being thoroughly sated.


  Her weight had sunk into the cushion, proving their inequity. She’d been attempting to raise her height to his, coming up short, and her stern face almost made him laugh from the shear kitten like fierceness.


  Then she spoke,and it took a while before her words sank in to his thickly aroused skul . She was unhappy with his orders and had put her outrage into her tone. Her glare was fierce, with her iridescent blue eyes flashing to silver and back, and it made him want her al the more. His mouth watered and his shaft strained against his pants.


  Obviously she had a strong spirit. A strength deep within her that maybe even she didn’t know existed. Someone had tried very hard to stamp it out of her,and failed miserably.


  And Sebastian wanted more.


  For a long while, as she held her chal enging gaze, he wrestled with his urge to rip away the flimsy fabric and replace it with his hands. He had imagined how soft and warm she would be, and when the scent of her desire hit him,he knew she would be wet for him.


  His tongue craved a taste of her, wanting to lick her between her silky thighs until she came again and again. Then he would replace his tongue with his shaft and take her slow until they were both panting and sweating in ecstasy.


  He shook himself and tried to clear his mind.


  This was the reason he was supposed to stay away from her. And that’s exactly what he would do. Right after he dealt with her little chal enge.


  


  


  


  Chapter 8


  


  Analia entered Marik’s gal ey,ready to start another day ful of repetitive questions and uncomfortable stares. She started by putting away the clean dishes that were left overnight to dry.


  Today, as she acclimated to the people on the ship,she became the one asking the questions. Analia was curious about everything and everyone, and inquired about as many details as she could think of, eating up the knowledge as quickly as possible. And every time she received an answer,it just spurred another line of questioning.


  One of the many things she discovered was that most of the crew members originated on planets, many different kinds of planets. And most of them left home, choosing a life in space. Why did they leave? Why come to space? Why a merchant ship? Whythismerchant ship. She wanted to know everything.


  When she asked people to describe their homes,she was surprised at the differences in animal and plant life. Each planet was unique in its ownhabitat.


  Analia was enthral ed. It made herwonder what kind of animals had lived on her own home planet.


  One person, his name was Kwal, told her he had come from a planet made up almost entirely of water, while anothermanclaimed there was almost no water at al on his home planet.


  Someone told her a thril ing story of how he had once escaped abarveka plant. A plant that grew long tendrils,with a sticky substance that oozed from the ends,for grabbing and holding nearby prey, and pul edwhatever was caught into one of its many stomach chambers. The man had no tools with him,and had escaped by biting away thethicktendril that had snagged him. He said he couldn’t taste right for a year after that. Analia was awed by the story,and shiveredatthe idea of being prey to a plant.


  A man sitting close by heard the story and offered a similar tale of survival. A giant man-eating bird from his home planet had scooped him up from a field,and deposited him in its huge nest to be food for its young. The man had to fight his way past the sharp squawking beaks to climb over the edge of the nest. With the crying babies above him he climbed down, from a very great height, worrying the whole time that the mother would return for him. He’s hated birds of any size ever since.


  Not too shortly after that the eavesdropping crowd broke into a clamor of their own tails of survival and mishap, growing rowdy with excitement, each one trying to top the last with their fantastical stories. Analia thought,no wonder they al chose to come to space,and leave their homes behind. The stories delved between horrific and fanciful. Analia couldn’t get enough.


  Though different in nature, there were many similarities between each planet she learned about. Suns warmed the atmospheres. Moons in orbit affected everything from ocean tides, to animal behavior, even the moods of the local inhabitants. Some claimed to have more than fifteen moons.What a sight that would be.


  Al this talk gave Analia a spark of remembrance from her own planet; blue skies, two maybe three moons, a couple of vine like plants on a white marble balcony spil ing over the edge. The memory became fuzzy.


  She continued listening, enthral ed by each story offered to her. She soaked up every description, wishing she could visit every planet in turn. In a way she supposed she was searching. Searching for her own planet, or a planet she could cal her own one day. She wasn’t sure how far Sebastian was wil ing to travel to find a place to leave her. She feared he might just unload her with the cargo when they reached their destination.


  Perhaps she should speak with him about it … once he calmed down about the couch incident that is. Maybe there’sa database of planets she could search through,to find something close by, so he wouldn’t have to travel too far out of his way. That would be ideal.


  What kind of planet would suit her? A place that was calm, warm. She dreamed of sun on her skin and vegetation that didn’t try to eat you. Smal , nonthreatening flying creatures would be good too.


  As the breakfast crowd thinned,she took the time to clean and dry the dishes, and wipe down the counters for the lunch hour. Methodical y she scoured the counters til they shined.


  Marik often remained quiet while workingthestoves, she suspected he liked it that way and normal y tried not to bother him with conversation. But her curiosity got the better of her.


  “Marik?”


  He grunted in answer,and didn’t look up from the pan of food he was working with.


  “How did you come to be here?”


  Moments ticked by and she thought he wouldn’t answer.


  “I didn’t escape like you.” He final y offered. “Not that I didn’t try. I tried. Many, many times.I was always caught,but that didn’t stop me from trying, even though the repercussions grew worse with each attempt.” He paused, brows drawn in at some memory Analia couldn’t imagine. “No, in the end I had to be saved, by none other than Sebastian himself. He purchased me at an auction and immediately offered me my freedom. I didn’t trust him at first,when he offered me a position here onMarada. I almost refused but, Sonya actual y convinced me to come aboard. She reminded me of my sister …” he trailed off. Anya sensed in him a deep-seated pain, and didn’t want to push him for more but he continued. “My sister was taken … along with me … but we were separated, she’s stil out there … somewhere.”


  That means she could stil be a slave. “I’m sorry,” Analia didn’t know what else to say.


  “I remember what Sonya had said that day, to convince me.She said,’don’t worry Marik, if Bastian ever acts like he owns you I’l kick his ass,and we’l take over the ship’. Sebastian had laughed,and said she would probably succeed.’You’re damn right I would’she had said.” Analia laughed at that,and Marik gave her a melancholic smile. “They’re good people, you’re in good hands.”


  “I hope your right.”


  “You could probably stay,if you play your cards right. From what I’ve seen, half the crew is in love with you already.”


  Analia shook her head. It sounded nice, real y nicein fact, but Darius was a threat to everyone not just her. She would be responsible if her actions led to anyone here getting hurt or more likely kil ed. “I real y should leave the ship as soon as the wards come down,” she said, averting her eyes.


  “Wil someone be searching for you?” Marik guessed.


  Her gaze snapped to his but before she could formulate an answer she heard a smal crowd of people enter the salon. Eager for escape,she turned to tend to them, was almost out the door,when Marik caught her by the arm. Gasping, she hadn’t even heard him move. His features were harsh,and her heart began to pound,as a lump of fear gripped it. “If someone is after you, we can protect you.”


  No, they couldn’t, but she wouldn’t tel himthat. She only gaveMarika tight nod, ful of emotion from the unexpected offer of protection. “I’l think about it.” She lied.


  


  


  Marik let go of Analia and she disappeared into thesalon,clearlyafraid. Someone, herownerperhaps, mightcomefor her. They’d never take her of course.Sebastian would reign down destruction onany whothreatened his ship, or anyone on it.Even if he was protecting an escaped slave,who had snuck onto his ship. Even if there wasn’t something strange going on with him, where Anya was concerned.


  Marik had heard about the brawl between Cale and Sebastian,had sensed something was up when Sebastian left that morning. Cale had done a good job at providing a release for Sebastian’s rage. HadSebastiangoneto the Edgebecause Anya hadn’t told him of her past? Or was it something more?


  Marik couldn’t put his finger on it,but there was an inkling of a suspicion that nettled at the back of his mind, thoughit waseasily dismissed.


  Sebastian never let any woman close.


  None of them did. Marik supposed it was because they were al deeplyscarred in some way or another. Many of Marik’s scars were displayed on the outside,as wel as in. Where women were concerned he, Bastian, and Cale al shared the keep-them-at-a-distance mentality. But with Anya, Sebastian seemed different.


  Anya entered the gal ey, repeatingthe orders she’d just taken, stil not meeting Marik’s eyes. Immediately she busied herself with cleaning and didn’t say another word. When he finished plating the orders she quietly carried them to their destination.


  If someone wassearchingfor her, Sebastian should know about it. Though Marik had faith in the strength ofMarada,it wouldn’t be good to be caught off guard. The next time he saw Sebastian,Marik would relay his suspicions.


  No matter what was happening between him and Anya, Sebastian would never let her go back to being a slave. Marik knew this for certain.


  


  


  At the end of the day Analia finished helping Marik close down the gal ey,and headed directly for her room. Sonya hadn’t shown up tonight to escort her.


  She was probably working in her pub. Anya briefly considered stopping by for a minute or two, but she was tired from the long day and hadn’t slept wel the night before.


  On her way she passed the nursery, the scent of the plants, and the energy pul ed at her, caressed her senses and almost lured her in, but she passed by, thinking of Sebastian’s warning.


  Analianoted how tired she was, her body wasn’t used to the constant physical exertionofworking in the salon. Maybe sheshouldtry to sleep in the bed tonight, like Sebastian wanted. She didn’t want any more morning arguments. Plus, the ship was beginning to feel more comfortable, safe even. There was a chance she wouldn’t be plagued with the usual nightmares. Nightmares that felt so real she would wake up in a sweat, disoriented, and fighting off the phantoms of whichever horror clutched at her. Since she’d beenonMarada, Analiahadn’t experienced any nightmares, thus far.


  Entering her room,Analiawalked a few steps before stopping abruptly at the sight before her. She sucked in a harsh breath. “Son of a bitch!” She’d heard that phrase used when people were pissed,and nowseemed like theperfect moment to use it.


  The couch was gone!


  Emptiness,and a few light dents in the carpet held its place. She stomped her foot and cursed again. “Overbearing stubborn …” She growled.Actual y growled.


  Analia stormed out of the room, disgusted with looking at the blank open space. She was tempted to find Sebastian and tel him just what she thought of his little stunt, but she decided instead to go to the pub, seeking a female perspective. On the way she marveled briefly at the notion that she could actual y seek a female perspective.


  For a long while,Analia wandered the hal s in a huff, circling and searching for something familiar to point her in the right direction. She should have made it to the pub by now.Analiafeared she’d taken a wrong turn. Negotiating corner after corner, Analiafinal y admitted to herself that she was lost.


  “You look lost.”A familiar voice spoke from behind her, causing her to jump.It was Xandar, wearing an expensive looking, tan coloredshirt,and a pair of black trousers. He looked sideways at her before giving her aslowsmile, not the obtrusive smile from before.


  “Ibelieve Iam. I’m looking for the pub.”


  


  His eyes lit up. “That’s where I’m headed now, I’l walk with you.” He turned around. “Fol ow me, you’re going the wrong way.”


  Analia flushed and fol owed, catching up to walk by his side.Hesmel ed faintly of soap,mingled with some fragrance she couldn’t name. His blond hairwasparted to the side, andfel around his face,fol owing the line of his jaw. Anya figured most females would think him handsome.


  They waked in silence for a moment before she asked. “Why are you going to the pub so late?”


  “I work the evening shift and just got off so this isn’t late for me. Besides this is when the pub real y comes alive. Iwasgoing there to look for a beautiful woman to keep me company, but it seems I already found one.”


  Anya felt her cheeks go red.


  “Why areyougoing so late?”


  “I need to speak with Sonya.”


  “So this isn’t a pleasure cruise? You should stay and keep me company, so I don’t get lonely.”


  “You don’t seem like the type of guy who gets lonely.”


  “Is that a compliment or an insult?”


  Analia only shrugged.


  “Is your opinion of me already set then? You should get to know me before you make judgments. Come on, stay for a drink and let me change your mind about me.”


  “Maybe,” she offered, not intending to stay long.


  When they entered the pub,Xandar fol owed her to where Sonya stood behind thebar. Music beat in her ear, but it wasn’t so loud that you couldn’t converse with someone nearby.


  Lining the bar were seven tal chairs, two of which were unoccupied. Xandar rushed to pul oneout for her.That was nice of him. Then he took the chair next to hers.Shoot. She was hoping to speak privately with Sonya.


  Sonya glided toward them. Tiny black horns poked out of midnight colored hair,braidedneatly down thesidesof herface. She wore a tight black corset,with purple strings tied up the center, and a short purple, red, and black plaid skirt. Purple and black stripped stockings rose to her upper thighs and her shoes were, of course, black highheeledboots. As she walked, her tail swished back and forth from underneath her skirt. Analia envied her confidence.


  “Anya!” Sonya squealed, throwing her arms in the air. “You came to see me.”


  Analia had to smile at her enthusiasm. She was real y beginning like the demon female. “Hi Sonya.”


  “And Xandar,” Sonya looked him up and down, raising an eyebrow. “What are you doing with my little Anya?”


  The corners of his mouth twitched. “Anya?”Xandartested the name that seemed to be catching on with nearly everyone on the ship. “Anyawas lost,and would have wandered the entire ship if I hadn’t found her. We’d like to order a couple of drinks, on my tab.”


  Drinks?


  “Of course, what can I get you,” Sonya replied.


  Xandar looked at Analia, “Do you know what you would like,Anya?”


  “I …” She shrugged and looked to Sonya for help. “What kind of drinks do you serve? Sebastian said people drinkalcoholhere, to relax.” She’d said the word alcohol as if she’d never used it before, which she hadn’t. “What do you suggest?”


  Both Sonya and Xandar gaped at her as if she had sprouted three heads.


  “You’ve never had alcohol?” Xandar asked.


  Analia shook her head. “Why is everyone shocked by that?” Sebastian had been too.


  Sonya shrugged and answered. “I’venever met an alcohol virgin before.” She gave her a sly smile. “We’re going to start you off real y, real y light.” Sonya busied herself with mixing a pink colored drink,and placed it in front ofAnalia. She alsofil ed a tiny glassfrom the same mix, lifted itin the air, and drank it down in one gulp, slamming the smal glassbackonto the bar.


  Strange.


  As with the clothing, Sonya watched her expectantly, waiting for herto taste the liquid. Analia brought theslimglass to her lips and sipped it gingerly. Even Xandar watched with unusual interest.


  After gathering the flavor,Analianodded her approval. “It’s sweet.” She said.


  Then Xandar orderedsomething cal ed Demon’s Special Blend. Again, Sonya grabbed a variety of bottles,mixed them in a glass,and handed it to Xandar. His drink was a multicolored concoction, blue at the bottom, purple in the middle,and red at the top. Sonya lit a match by striking it against a rough part of her outfit,and inflamed the top of the drink. After a moment, Xandar blew out the fire and sucked down the liquid in one large gulp. Now it was Anya’s turn to gape.


  


  The expression on her face made Xandar laugh. “You should just sip your drink.Alcohol can affect you in different ways,and since you’ve never had it before you should be careful.”


  She tilted her head at him. “How can it affect you?”


  “Wel , it depends on the species, and even then it depends on the individual. Some become relaxed, happy, giddy, lusty,orgiggly. Then there’s the opposite emotions like sad, depressed, angry,orviolent.”


  Sonya chimed in, “For most it gives a relaxed euphoric feeling, but the same thing happens to everyone when they drink too much.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “If you drink too much, you can become veryil .”


  Anya took another sip, a little more wary than before.Then something caught the corner of her eye and her attention was drawn to the door.


  Sebastian had just entered.


  


  


  Sebastian scented her before he saw her. Calic was with him,and alreadyhad his handclamped onSebastian’sshoulder in warning. Anya was sitting next to Xandar. Sebastian had nothing against the guy, but seeing him next to Anya, talking and leaning close, had him seeing red. As he recal ed, Xandar usual y respected the ruleno sex among crew members, but not always. Then again Anya wasn’t real y part of the crew.Damn.


  Cale pul ed him to a table farthest away from the bar. As Sebastian sat, he wondered if Anya had been to her room yet. A fiendish grin spread across his lips, he knew that tonight she would be forced to take the bed, seeing as there was no longer anywhere else to sleep.


  Cale raised a curious eyebrow at him and Sebastian dropped his smile.


  “What’s with the look? You’re not about to go psycho on me again are you? Not that I wouldn’t enjoy kicking your ass again.”


  “No, I was just thinking of something funny.” Focusing once again on Anya,Sebastian caught her gaze. She gave him a look that, if it were a physical thing, would have sliced through him with venom. He smiled, shootingback a wink. With her movements sharp, she turned away.Yup, she’s been to her room. He couldn’t hold back a chuckle.


  Cale was scrutinizing the entire scene. “Sebastian?” He said slowly. “What did you do?”


  “Nothing. We’re just playing a game, she and I, and I’m winning.”


  Cale rol ed his eyes and let out a snort. “Yeah right.”


  Sonya sauntered over and sat at their table with a dramatic plop. “Hey guys, do you see Anya with Xandar? He’s laying it on thick. Someone should keep an eye on that.” They al looked at the two in question. They were laughing, Anya’s face wasturningred,and she was halfcoveringit with her hands in a show of embarrassment. Xandar reached out and pul ed her hand away. Keeping her hand clasped in his, he whispered something in her ear. Grinding his teeth Sebastian looked away.


  “Sonya,” he rasped. “Keep a close eye on her. Walk her back to her room if you have to.”


  Sonya nodded. “Ok, but you’l have to stay andkeep an eye on the bartil I get back.” When Sebastian nodded in agreement she continued. “She’s never had a lick of alcohol. I gave her very little, but …” She looked back at Anya and shook her head. “I’l watch her.”


  Calic cleared his throat. “Yeah yeah, she’s a big girl. Grown woman and al that.” He looked pointedly to Sebastian. “If your objective is avoidance, then don’t go interfering in her affairs. Two Infernos,” He grumpily ordered at Sonya.


  Sonya’s entire body went hard. She slammed her hand down on the table with such force,that the entire room wentquiet,and focused on their table. Most quickly realized it was a table of demons,and resumed theirownconversations,unconcerned by the outburst. However, Anya’s gaze lingered. Sonya angrily faced Cale, “First and foremost, don’t order me around! Second Anya has had a tough life, and she deserves a little looking after. Got it?” Her horns had gone ful y red, indicating her level of anger.


  Backing down,Cale replied, “Got it, watch the chit, keep her safe. Why’s everyone got such a hardon for her anyway?”


  Refusing to respond Sonya left,and returned shortly with their drinks. Sebastian’s glass was set nicely in front of him, Calic’s was slammed down on the table, causing half of it to slosh and spil on the table. Calic ground out a sarcastic thank you as Sonya walked away.


  Usual y a quarrel between Cale and Sonya would amuse Sebastian,but today it barely registered. His constant attention was on Anya. She was laughing and enjoying herself with another male,and that bothered him more than it should. He gulped down his drink, a rush of warmth and an aftershock of a sting entered his throat. When Sonya glanced over he motioned for another. Calic, silently brooding, had finished his drink just as quickly.


  When Sonya came with two more drinks she had a slightly sweeter demeanor,and gave Sebastian herpoutyeyes. Inwardly Sebastian cringed.This ought to be good.


  “You know.” She drawled. “With the wards, and contract and such, I’m going to be real y busy here at The Demons Punchbowl, don’t you think?”


  Sebastian looked at Cale who was now grinning, knowing the battle had switched from him to Sebastian.


  Sonya continued. “I was thinking about keeping the pub open longer, to capitalize on the constant flow of customers.”


  


  Sebastian gave her a dreary look.


  “When Anya leaves the ship, wouldn’t it be good if she had some money in her pocket? I could pay her.”


  Sebastian’s stomach twisted,Cale laughed out loud. Thinking aboutAnya working here,in the pub, serving drunken malesmade his teeth grind. Sonya was tough,and could handle herself. But Anya?


  Sonya read his face perfectly. “I’l train her, stay with her til she can do it on her own. Come on,Marik doesn’t need help in the gal ey,and she would be such a draw, I could pay her so much.” She pleaded. “You have to admit, it would be a real y great opportunity for her, and she would get some experiencewithhow to deal with males, I’l be sure of that. I’m worried for her when she leaves us. I want her to be prepared.”


  Sebastian suddenly felt like his skin was being stuck with a thousand pins and needles. Anyashouldlearn how to handle herself before she leaves theMarada. Otherwise, she could easily end up back where she started.


  Sebastian glanced in Anya’s direction, Xandar had his hand on her thigh and Sebastian thought she looked a little … uncomfortable. Sebastian registered the feel of Sonya patting his shoulder,and he realized he had been growling out loud. If Anya had more experience with males, and a little more confidence in herself, Xandar’s hand would possibly be shoved up his own ass at the moment.


  Sonya had always been good at dealing with males of al kinds, and could help Anya in certain ways. He hated the idea, but Anyaneeded to know how to protect herself. Sebastian nodded to Sonya and she jumped out of her seat with joy, rushing back to the bar. Sebastian cal ed after her, “I’l tel her in the morning Sonya!” Then he looked at Cale with an expectant gleam in his eye.There was something else Anya should learn.


  “Wait wait wait.” Cale held up both hands. “What are you thinking? And the answer is no. No!”


  “She should know how to protect herself Cale.”


  “So get her a dog, one with three heads, I don’t care.”


  “I’l expect you to train her.”


  “No! I’m no trainer. Ask me to kick the shit out of someone sure, but I’m not a trainer. I don’t even believe the chit’s story. She’s fooling you al .”


  “It doesn’t matter. We’re al stuck together for possibly the next seven or more months.” Once they reached the first rendezvous point their real destination would be revealed, which meant Sebastian had no idea how long this mission would last. “You need something to occupy your mind, what better way?”


  “With loads of women!What about you, why don’t you train her?”


  Sebastianlooked back at Anya and Xandar. Xandar’s was no longer touching her,but he was stil too close for comfort. “Do you real y need the answer to that?”


  “Right,” he sneered, “Because you can’t control yourself.”


  “Seems so.”


  “Wel , what about Marik? Or … anyone else? There are lots of decent fighters on the ship who would suffice.”


  “I only trust you to do this.”


  Cale growled. “Fine,but I’m not going easy on the chit. She’d better be ready to deal with a demon.”


  


  


  Trying not to focus on Sebastian,Analia kept her attention on Xandar. He was a talker,and kept the conversation at a steady rhythm. But she was constantly steeling glances at Sebastian.


  Under a long black coat, heworea plain white shirt. Below that wasa pair of black pants that fit him just right. A thick silver chain necklace hung around his neck, mirroring the neckline of his shirt. Dark horns poked through hisdarkhair, which ruffled around his face. The sight of him made Analia’s body respond in a big way. Blood quickenedthrough her veins as her heart pumped. He looked intense as he spoke to Sonya and Cale, glancing her way every-so-often.


  Xandar had asked her a question,breaking her attention away. “What?”She asked.


  “I asked what your home planet was like.”


  Analia buried her distress at the questionshe had no answer for. Of al the invasive questions from the last few days, no one had asked her that one. She shook her head. “I’d much rather hear aboutyourhome planet.”


  Xandar chuckled. “I don’t have one. I’ma space-lifer. Born and raised.I’l probably die in space too. What about you?”


  Again, she avoided the question, “You don’t ever want to settle on a planet?”


  “Nah, from what I hear,it’s a boring existence. There are planets I like to visit,but I’ve never found one that was so enticing it could make me want to stay in one spot forever.”


  Analia took another sip of her almost gone drink. She was feeling a little strange, she suspected she was the gigglytype,but was suppressing the urge.At least she thought she was.


  


  Suddenly, Sonya bounced toward them with a satisfied grin.


  “Why are you so happy?” A little slur crept into Analia’s voice.


  Sonya simply smiled at her. “Are you ready to go back to your room? I have a feeling you’l have a big day tomorrow.”


  Anya tilted her head. “What do you mean?”


  “I can’t say for sure, I just have a feeling.”


  “I do need to get some sleep.”Analiaslid off the chair, needinga moment to steady her balance. Then she real y did giggle.


  “I’l walk her back,” Xandar offered.


  “No, I’l take her. You stay and finish your drink. If you need anything, Sebastian and Cale wil be watching over the bar.”


  As they walked out together,Analia tossed Sebastian another angry look.He only grinned and waved.


  Sonya helped her down the hal —in the last hour,her heels seemed to have become harder to walk in.


  Next to her Sonya Chuckled. “I guess next time we’l go even lighter on the alcohol. I think it might have an abnormal y strong effect on your kind. Or maybe it’s just you.”


  For some reason, Analia found that extremely funny, and after laughing herself to the floor, she remembered she needed to speak with Sonya about something.About Bastian. “What is wrong with your brother?” Analia blurted.


  Sonya picked her up from the floor. “Which one?”


  “Bastian.”


  “He’s a bit of a control freak mostly, strong fighter, an unnatural sense of integrity, a little too honest in my opinion. Why?”


  “He’s being a jerk!” Again her mouth seemed to have no filter.


  Sonya snorted. “I can imagine. He’s … odd aboutyou. More protective than I’veever seen him, even more than he is with me. He just wantswhat’sbest for you I think.”


  Now Analia snorted, mimicking Sonya. “Likeheknows what’s best for me.”


  When they entered her room Sonya asked, “Anya? Where’s the couch?”


  “Exactly!”


  “Ookaaay.”


  Analia waved her hand at the empty space.“He took it. It’s gone. No more couch.If he thinks this is over, then he issowrong. I don’t need a damn couch.


  I’ve gone withoutfor decades.”


  Sonya looked truly confused now, Analia couldn’t understand why. She had explained herself perfectly.


  Sonya helped her dressed in the comfortable shirt that Sebastian had given her,and—after asking her for the umpteenth time ifshe was okay—bid her good night.


  Once Sonya was gone, Analia angrily stripped the bed,and fashioned a nest out of the covers in the corner of the room. Bastian was trying to force her to his wil by taking away the couch, and she felt it was essential to her new sense of freedom that she not submit. She threw the pil ows down with a little more force than necessary and then snuggled in. Sebastian might show up in the morning or he might not. She didn’t care.


  


  


  In the morning Sebastian showered and strapped on his clothes. He’d kept himself up al night,debating having Anya work at the pub. When he thought hehad final y cometo a decision another worry would crop up. The males on his ship werefairlytame, while on the ship anyway, but the pubs and bars in the spacecities were rowdy feral places. Imagining Anya in one of those places tweaked every protective bone in his body.Why should he care?She wasn’t his responsibility. But he couldn’t send her out on her own without some knowledge of what was out there. Hel , her natural curiosity alone would get her kil ed.


  Over the last few days,he found himself thinking over al the spacecities and planets that he’d frequented as a merchant—there were a lot—he wanted to find the best place for her, where she could be safe, free from harm. He was at a loss.


  Leaving his room,Sebastianheaded toward the salon to inform Marik of Anya’s move. He thought, at the very least, Marik would be happy about the situation.


  How wrong he was.


  WhenSebastianentered the salon, Sonya was already there, seething,and Marik looked pissed. Marik stalked toward him. “Bastian! What the hel is this?


  Sonya says Anya’sgoingto work in the pub?”


  Sebastian hesitated only slightly,and gave Sonya an irritated look. “We talked it over last night. We think it would be good for her.”


  


  “And she’l earn some money,” Sonya hummed her satisfaction.


  Marik glared at Sonya, “You meanyou’l earn some money. Why wasn’t I there for this discussion? I need her here, she’s doing fine here. You promised me an assistant and I get her for, what, only two days? There’s more to learn in a gal ey than there is in slinging drinks. What wil that teach her?”


  Sonya’s body shot stiff, “I do more than sling drinks!I have to manage people …”


  “You manage friends, and people you’ve known for years.” He interrupted.


  “Wel Anya doesn’t know them. And it would give her some much needed experience for when she leaves us.”


  “So would working in my gal ey. You don’t think she’s learned how to manage people here? There’s not much difference between my gal ey and you’re pub.”


  “The hel there isn’t. You serve people to fil their bel ies and then they leave. I serve drinks that make people lose their common sense. I have to keep an eye on everyone to make sure nothing gets out of hand, and when it does I have to take command of the situation. There is much more skil needed for my job.”


  Marik growled, getting in Sonya’s face. Sonya didn’t back down at his closeness, her horns were beginning to turn deep burgundy.


  “Enough!” Sebastian bel owed. The two backed away from each other,but didn’t lose the chal enge in their stare. “Marik, I thought this was what you wanted.”


  He didn’t answer, instead, he commented, “I suppose you believe her working in the pub wil give her some kind of skil that wil protect her in the future.”


  “Cale wil be training her to fight as wel .”


  “It won’t help.”


  Sebastian eyed him. “Why not?”


  “Yesterday, she wouldn’t say for sure, but she gave me the impression that someone would be coming after her. She’s afraid.”


  Sebastian digested this new information.It made sense thatwhoeverAnya had escaped from would want her back,the question was how badly.


  “She should keep working here.” Mariksaid.“She feels a connection with me, because of our similar backgrounds, and I might be able to get her to open up more.”


  Sonya shook her head. “Thatmeans nothing unless she’s staying on the ship for good. When she leaves,she’l need certain skil s for her own protection.Besides,she might feel more comfortable opening up to me.”


  They both turned toward Sebastian.


  For a long while he said nothing. He needed time to digest everything. Glancing around,Sebastian recal ed how elated Anya hadbeen, to be working in the salon.She seemed to have settled in wel .ThoughMarik and Anya shared a common past,Sonya was a strong female, and Anya couldlearn much from her. Sonya never failed to put an abrasive male in his place,andcouldtake hold of any situation.


  Either wayAnyawould be starting her training with Cale today, first thing. If someone wasin factsearchingfor her, as Marik suspected,Anyashould learn how toprotect herself.


  Final y, Sebastian broke the silence. “I’l consider both sides and come to a decision by lunch.”


  Sonya’s jaw dropped, whileMarik nodded.


  Sebastian turned, and walked away without another word. It was time to see how Anya faired without her couch.


  


  


  


  Chapter 9


  


  Anya came awake slowly. For thefirsttime she awoke to a room bathed in darkness, which meant Sebastian wasn’t here yet. She wondered of the time,but elected to stay in her warm col ection of blankets.Once again, she’d slept poorly.Releasing a soft sigh,Analiawonderedwhy she hadn’t just accepted defeat and taken the bed.


  The rumble of this ship was different fromwhat she was used to.Unfamiliar sounds,and vibrations throughthe floor woke her constantly.


  Suddenly Analiasensed an energy in the room besides her own. Shooting straight up,she scanned her surroundings. A dark male figure, sat across the room facing her.Analia sucked in a harsh breath. Scooting back she hit the wal . Not a single movement betrayed him, only hissilhouettewas visible.He was so stil , she couldn’t even tel he was breathing.Her heart spiked in her chest.Was this a nightmare? If it was, it was adamnreal one.


  “Good morning.”It was Sebastian.


  The revelation didn’t calm her. He was malevolent,watching her fromachair that was pul ed out deliberately to face her. He must be livid.Oh, why had she chal enged him?Curling tighter into the corner,Analiaawaited his first move.


  Then, in an undecipherable tone he cal ed, “Lights!”


  The lights flashed bright. Analia shut her eyes to the sting, struggling every so often to open them,and keep him in her sights. After rubbing them vigorously,Sebastian came into view. His expression unreadable, almost void of emotion. Wel ,al but one, there was definite anger there, but as soon as she caught a glimpse of it, it was gone.


  They stayed like that for—she didn’t know how long. Him, staring ather with emptiness in his eyes. Her watchful and wary. He seemed to be studying her, every-so-often itlooked as though he would speak, but then changed his mind.What was he thinking?He must be deciding on a punishment.


  Final y,“Get yourself ready, there’s been a change in your schedule.Pick out someclothes that you can move easily in.”


  Uh oh.


  “What change?”


  “I’l explain when we get there.”


  His expression was blank,but she could sense his ire. Why hadn’t he commented on her sleeping arrangement? Was the change in schedule her punishment? She closed her eyes at the thought, wanting toburyher face in her hands. Instead she stood, holding his cold gaze for a moment,before searching for some clothing that she couldmove easily in.


  Quickly,Analiashowered and dressed, whileSebastianwaited outside—she’d chosen a soft pair of pants and a simple T-shirt. The mirror reflected her fearful expression,and she took a moment to gather her courage. Sebastian couldn’t possibly be more creative than Darius when it came to doling out punishment. Could he?


  She recal ed one of the many times she hung from the center of a room, arms tied above her,until she thought they would rip from the sockets. She’d survived that. Or the time he had locked her in a smal box, which forced her in a fetal position, for days. A smal square opening the size of a fingernail was her only source of air and light. She’d survived that. No matter what, she would survive anything Sebastian had to throw at her.


  Bring it on.


  Sebastian hadn’t moved, he was stil sitting on the chair ponderingthepile of blankets, left sitting in the corner. Slowlyhe rose,and advanced toward her.


  Analiastopped breathing.


  “This wil do nicely,” He said,eyeing her clothing. Then he walked past her out the door,expecting her to fol ow.


  Reluctantly, she did.


  Silence sat between them through the hal s.Sebastian’sbody was stiff as he led her. It was obvious,by the energy rol ing off him, that he wanted to howl at her. Analia felt hisoutrage. But hesaid nothing. She almost wished that he would. It would be better than the muted exchange that was happening between them.


  She wanted to tel him she would use the bed,if onlyhe would al ow her tocontinueworkingin the gal ey with Marik. Instead, she decided to remain quiet.


  Hal way,after indistinguishable hal way,final y they reached the recreation room. Analiascanned theexercise equipment, as wel as theweapons on the wal s.At the sight of them she swal owedthe thick lump that had been building in her throat.


  What was he planning?


  Through a side door,a large mat stretched across the floor,and a lot more weaponswereencased or draped on racks.


  Calic stood, waiting in the middle of the mat with his arms crossed leisurely,a dreary look painted his features.“It’s about bloody time. I was beginning to think you wouldn’t show.” He said, and then gestured with his thumb and forefinger, “Was this close to going about my business and saying to hel with you.”


  “We were delayed.” Sebastian replied smoothly.


  


  Delayed?She’d been ready in minutes, there was no delay on her part. Unless … how long hadSebastianwatched her sleep?


  Sebastian motioned to Calic with his head. “You start training today. You’l be training with Cale for a few hours, each morning. After that you’l servein the gal ey, through lunch only. Then you’l head to The Devils Punchbowl. There you’l spend some time working for Sonya. She’l teach you the ropes, among other things.”


  Stunned, Analiatook a moment to gather a reply.“Is this … Is this punishment?”She glanced at Cale, who winked at her.


  Sebastian cocked his head. “No punishment. The training is for your benefit. Cale wil teach you to defend yourself. While you’re working for Sonya,she wil pay you in touri, which it a common currency for most space cities, so you’l have something saved up by the time …”Sebastiantrailed off. “I’l be back intwohours, to make sure everything went alright.”With that hewas gone,and she was alone with Cale.She sensed that he wanted to be here about as much as she did.


  Warily she watched him, waiting for whatever was about to come.Calelooked smug on the mat as he crooked a finger at her. Stepping onto the matAnaliafelt her shoes sink in slightly, there were several weapons,set deliberately at the edge.


  Cale picked up two long thin swords. “Here.” He said tossing one to her.Instinctively Analia jumpedout of the way—it didn’t matter thatCalehad tossed it hilt first—the swordlanded with athud.


  Calerol ed his eyes. “Pick it up.”


  Lifting the sword Analia was surprised at the weight of it. With astonishment she commented, “This is arealsword,and it looks sharp. I thought we would …


  shouldn’t we practice first?”Analiasaid, shaking her head in confusion. “I’ve never done this before.”


  “We wil use these for practice,it wil help you to takethis seriously. Try not to cut yourself. Now, hold the sword out. Like this”Caledemonstrated with his arm and sword straight out, as ifheand the sword were one appendage.


  Analia fol owed his example—at least she thought shehad. Circling her,Calemeticulouslyadjusted her. He adjusted her shoulders, her grip, how far apart her feet were, even the angle of herhead.


  “Focus on your body. Feel the grip of the sword. Feel how your body is balanced against the weight of the sword. Keep your head straight,” He scolded when she moved to look at him.


  Facing her again,Calemimicked her stance,and swung the sword hard and fast, slashing at the air. The sharp sound of itmade her flinch. “Watch me,” he said,as he slowed down the move. “Now you do it.”


  Analiatried,and failed to recreate the motion.


  For a momentCalewas quiet, his expression turningdark. “I don’t believe you are who you say you are.”


  Analia’s brows drew together.


  “Tel me why you’re here.”Caleangled his sword at her,forcing her to backaway.


  Shock and fear fil ed her at the change in mood.Analia looked around,for what she wasn’t sure. The door was closed, she was trapped.“I’m s … sorry? I don’t know what you mean.”


  He moved forward,and again she backed away.


  In a panic, she said,“I don’t know how to prove myself to you.”


  “Tel me who sent you here.”Caleheld the sword to her throat now, her feet dangled on the edge of the mat. Al she could do was watchas the tip of the sword bit into her skin,thoughnot quite enough to draw blood. “The truth wil be known. You can’t hide who you are.” He growled.


  Analia shook her head but didn’t respond.


  “If you’re here to hurt my ship,or my crew, I wil make sure you truly do know suffering.”


  Her whole body shook with fear. She might have already put fate into motion regarding the safety of the ship and crew. Hermere presence mayhave irrevocably marked them al for death.


  Once more Calic’s mood changed. Stil holding the weapon to her,he continued as if hehadn’tjustthreatenedher. “If someone has you in this position, what do you think your best move would be?”


  Analia gaped at him. He didn’t trust her, thought she was someone else entirely,but he was stil prepared to train her? To give her skil s that, in his mind,might one day be used against them?


  These demons were difficult to understand.


  Her mind raced,“I coulddive out of the way?” Al she wanted to do was run.


  “Not a bad idea, but I can strike faster than you could dodge. You would need to distract me, or catch me off guard. You could use that sword in your hand to knock mine away. Give it a try.”


  Already she had forgotten abouthersword. Tightening her grip on the hilt she hesitated, not sure how to accomplish the move without causing his sword to slash across her own throat. Her breath came fast,and her body tensed.


  “Do it!” He ordered.


  


  In a clumsy move she bowed her back, clearing her neck from harm. Her sword swooshed up, dul y clanging against his. Though his sword barely moved an inch,she lost her balance completely. Her butt met the hard floor,and her sword clattered to the ground beside her. She knew her cheeks were flaming when she looked back up at Cale.


  He stood tal , looking down at her with a raised eyebrow. “That was real y bad.”


  Embarrassment turning to ire, “What did you expect? I’ve never even touched a sword before!”


  “Get up. We’l start again.”


  Analia pul ed herself off the floor and reached for the sword.


  “Leave it. We’l come back to the sword later.”


  After gingerly setting itbackdown, Analiafol owed Cale to the middle of the mat. He’d gone quiet,and kept glancing at her in an I’m-going-to-figure-you-outsort of way.Ha! Good luck with that. She couldn’t even figure herself out.


  Suddenly, he moved so quickly she hadn’t had time to comprehend a possible reaction.From behind,he wrapped his big arms around her torso, squeezing the breath from her lungs.


  Oh no, this wasn’t punishment. This was torture.


  Al business Cale said, “If you’re caught like this what’s your next move?”


  Analia wiggled and writhed against his hold. She hated feeling trapped,and being held against her wil . Panic raced like a toxin through her, clouding her mind. She let out a pure panic-laced whimper.


  “Calm down and take stock.”Calesaid in a soft tone … wel , soft for him. “What parts of your body can you move?”


  Through the haze of her anxiety she replied, “My legs. I can move my legs.”


  “And your head. If someone your own height were to grab you from behind,you could use your skul to bloody his nose, it would be painful and blind him for a moment. You could stomp your heel into his foot. You’re forearms are also free in this hold and you could do much damage to aman’s lowerregions. A good hit wil send him to his knees. Once his grip has been loosened enough to free your arms,use your elbow as hard as you can against his head, or wherever you can get a good strong hit.”


  Analia nodded, picturing al the moves in her head. But picturing and doing are two different things.


  Calehad her practice in slow motions for some time,before he said. “Good enough for now, let’s move on.”


  She could already feel the soreness in her body, but was surprisingly eagerly for his next lesson.


  Just as before,Calemoved swiftly into his next hold. Like a whip his arm shot out, giving her no time to react. Powerful hands wrapped around her smal throat,and he squeezed with a gentile pressure, enough to be uncomfortable,but not enough to real y hurt her.


  He meant to prove a point, butAnaliaknew this hold wel —had been on the receiving end of it many times. This was a hold that could easily render you unconscious. She kept steady, oddly feeling safe even though her pulse spiked wildly.


  “How should you counter?”Caleasked.


  “I could kick you in your bol ocks.”


  He smiled at her candor. “Aye, you could, but a man of any brains would expect a move like that in this position. A better move would be to raise your arm up and bring your elbow down across my arms. If you learn to do it right you wil break my hold, and wil be able to get yourself in a better position for a counterattack.Thenyou go for the bol ocks.” He had her practice this move for a long time. A thousand times she must have rammed her arm into his.It wasn’tuntil she had accomplished a smooth,fluid action, breaking his hold and successful y scrambling away,thathe movedon.


  “Now pick up your sword.”


  Oh no.


  She looked at the heap of metal. “I … uh.” With that,Calegave her a look that saideither you do it or I’l make you do it. His fistwasalready claspingthe hilt of his own sword.Snatchinghersfrom the ground,Analia faced him with the sharp tip hanging at her side.


  “I’m going to slash at you,and you’re going to defend yourself. Ready?”


  “What?”


  He swung his sword upward and she jumped back, just barely avoiding fal ing on her ass again.


  “Defend! Use you sword to block mine. Don’t worry, I wil not hit you.”Caleswung again,and she tried to meet his metal with hers.


  Clang!


  She immediately felt the vibration of it through her wrists. “Hold it tight, like it’s an extension of yourself.”


  This time,when she swiped through the air her whole arm lashed out, both swords struck with force. The vibration of it snaked up her arm. She winced,and he grated, “Better.”


  He took a moment to show her specific moves, slow and calculating. He showed her the right angle to defend against certain attacks, and the proper He took a moment to show her specific moves, slow and calculating. He showed her the right angle to defend against certain attacks, and the proper countermoves for others. The practice drawled on and on, until she thought her arms and legs would turn to putty. Then he said four little words that made her heart crash land in her stomach.


  “Now you attack me.”


  Gripping the hilt of her sword,she froze. “Shouldn’t I practice on a dummy or something? I might …”


  “If you can even touch me with the air from your swing, I’l eat my own hand. Now do it. Attack!”


  Her first strike was limp,and he batted it away with the smal est flick of his wrist. She tried again,and this time was no better. The third was worse,and even she knew it lacked conviction.


  “Pathetic. Try harder.”


  She did, but only a little. Countless more swings of her sword and she was panting, sweat gleamed on her skin.


  Calegrowled at her lack of progress. “What gets your blood boiling? What makes you angry? Who has wronged you?”


  Darius.


  “Close your eyes and think of someone else in my place. If you can, try to remember a time when you were ful of rage,and hold on to it.”


  She didn’t have to think long. There were too many times to choose from, too many moments when she thought she would go mad from the anger festering inside her. It was stil there, underneath the surface, clawing to get free. She’d spent so much time burying it she hardly recognized it when a spike of fury flushed through her.


  Darius,murdering her mother! Darius,locking her away! His breath on her neck as he would tel her she belonged to him. The memories of every time he abused her,or tried to break her,started to flood her mind.


  When the sound of metal grating against metal fil ed the air,she opened her eyes. Her body had moved without her permission, and even Cale looked a little shocked.


  “Very good!” His eyes flashed with something … approval? “Again!” He ordered.


  Her rage hadn’t left her,in factit was stil growing. Maddening. Harder than before she slashed at Cale, picturing only Darius.


  Clang!


  Without a pause, her sword carved through the air.


  Clang!


  Darius, ripping at her hair.


  Clang!


  Throwing her to the ground.


  Clang!


  Laughing at her pain.


  Clang!


  His eyes swimming with pleasure at what he was about to do to her.


  Clang! Clang! Clang!


  She went mindless with her rage, her horror, her fury. Only the sound of metal on metal satisfied her, wishing it was metal against flesh. At some point she’d begun to cry-out with every swing,and was advancing on the mat. She no longer felt her body. A building energy buzzed through her,and guided her movements.


  The image of her sword slashing through Dariusswam in her mind, thoughhis expression remained arrogant,alwayslooking at her as though superior to her in every way. He reached out and grabbed her shoulders.


  Analiascreamed.


  “Anya!” Two male voices yel ed her name repeatedly.


  The image of Darius vanished, and she felt warm tears streaking down her face.


  Shaking,Analiasank to her knees,buryingher face in her hands. Fuzzy images of the memories she’d cal ed stil misted through her mind. Warm armsgently camearound her,and she smel ed the musky scent of Bastian. How long had he been here?


  Fisting his shirt in her handsAnaliaclung to himas shesobbed. “Don’t let him hurt me anymore!” She couldn’t stop the words from coming out. Sebastian tightened his gripon her. Analia felt his head snap to Cale,and could only blubber unintel igibly.


  “She’s not talking about me mate!”


  Analia thought she heard a hint of concern in Cale’s voice,but decided she was mistaken.


  


  


  


  Sebastianforced a soft tone,“Who are you talking about sweets?”


  Analiashook her head,her face stil buried in the crook of his neck. Her grip was like a vice on his col ar,as though she would never let go. Her only response was a gut-wrenching wail that cut him to the bone.


  What had brought her to this? Once again he turned his attention on Cale, who looked at Anya as though he didn’t know what to make of her. To anyone else Cale would have seemed uncaring,but Sebastian saw the gleam of guilt in his eyes.


  Anya’s sobs began to slow to a quiet weep, though her body was stil shaking wildly. Sebastian petted her hair, hating himself,because she was wil ingly in his arms and he felt a twinge of satisfaction for it.He knew it was only because she was so distraught that she al owed the contact, but like the selfish bastard he was, Sebastian would take anything he could get.


  “Shhh …” He cooed. “You’re safe. No one wil hurt you here.” He didn’t know if his words had any effect. Reveling in her warmthSebastianpul ed her tighter against him. She responded by wrapping her arms around his neck. A hitch in her breath was the only sound from her now.


  He didn’t know how long they sat like that but when she began to pul away he reluctantly let her go. After pul ing herself to a stand, her red eyes darted between him and Cale. “I’m sorry.” She whispered. “That won’t happen again.”


  “What exactly happened?”Sebastian asked. When she didn’t respond, he pointed to Cale,“Did he hurt you?” Sebastian knew Cale wouldn’t have hurt her intentional y, he only asked to get her talking.


  In a solemn voice Anya replied, “No, Cale didn’t hurt me.”


  Sebastian scowled in frustration. “Tel me who did.”


  She gave him asilentwithered look.


  “I wil find out.”


  Anya only shrugged.


  “Do you feel up to working in the gal ey today? I could take you back to your room.” Sebastian was hoping for the latter. Not only did she look tired but her melancholy plagued him. And for reasons beyond his comprehension, he wanted her wel rested and smiling again.


  Plus, during the training he had replaced her couch. Not with the old one,but with one from his own room. It was soft, comfortable,and large. It would make a satisfactory bedfor her.


  When he’d seen her huddled on the floor this morning, Sebastianrealizedshe wouldn’t back down, and accepted defeat.He thought if she saw what he’d done for her,it might cheer herup, but to his disappointment Anyashook her head,and said she’d like to see Marik. A pang of jealousy nagged at him.


  Marik had a connection with her, a shared experience thatSebastianwould never understand.


  Cale interrupted his thoughts. “You impressed me today Anya. And that’s not easily done. I expect you here tomorrow.”


  With a tight nod she turned and walked away. Sebastian remained only a second longer to order Cale to meetwithhim later.


  Sebastian caught up with Anya. At first she didn’t acknowledge him, just kept walking as if he wasn’t there. He was okay with that, he just wanted to stay near her in case she broke down again.


  “You don’t have to walk with me. I know the way now.” Her voice seemedempty, but he knew there must be a storm of feelings brewing inside her.


  “Maybe I’d like to walk with you.”


  Laughing without humor she replied. “I think you want to make sure I don’t blubber al over myself on the way there.”


  Sebastiandidn’t respond.


  “I’m fine now.”


  “I don’t think you are. I think you’re on the Edge.”


  She whipped around,coming to an abrupt stop. “Why do you care? I don’t understand you!Why don’t you just leave me alone?”


  Sebastian didn’t know what to say. He himself couldn’t understand why he felt such a pul toward her. He was constantly trying tokeep his distance, trying not to care.He didn’t care. Did he?


  For a moment, as she looked at him expectantly,Sebastianpondered how best to respond, deciding to go with the truth. “I feel … protective of you.I shouldn’t, but I do.I just want you to be safe. Happy.” He paused, “And I want to find the person who hurt you,and rip out his goddamn throat.” Sebastian growled the last part and her jaw dropped. Turning,shebeganher swift pace again.


  Not a word was spoken between them until they entered the salon, and even then, she only thanked him before disappearing into the gal ey.


  


  


  


  Marik was pissed.


  Anya had arrivedto work thelunchcrowd, but she was like a shel of her former self. She was closed off and wouldn’t talk tohim.Mariktried to ask her what happened during training,but sheonly shook her head. Shehardly spokeal day,offeringshort commentswhen anyone tried tostrike up a conversation. She stil worked hard but it was as though a cloud of gloom surrounded her.


  Marik wasn’t angry withAnya, butwithSebastian and Cale, even Sonya would be wise to stay clear of him. Whatever was the cause of her mood was most assuredly their doing. They didn’t understand theinnerturmoil a newly freed slave.How could they. They had watched Marik go through so much during his recovery, had empathized with himas best they could, but that was different than truly understanding.


  When Anya was serving the last customer of her shift Sebastian and Cale entered the salon,taking a corner table.Mariksaw her glance at them for only a second beforehurrying into thegal ey, to hand Marik herlast orderof the day.


  It was a soup order and required no preparation.Marikfil ed a bowlbut left it on the counter. “Stay here for a minute,” He ordered,and entered the salon, stalking toward the two men. After glancing his way, they knew immediately he was pissed, and offered no surprise as to why he might be looking at them with daggers in his eyes. When he reached the table Marik didn’t greet them. In a low,but harsh tone, “What the fuck did you do to her?”


  Cale spoke first. “During training, I had her tapinto her anger.I didn’t know it would be so strong.”


  Marik scoffed. “Do you remember what happened when you tried that with me?” Marik had almost taken Cale’s head off.


  “And look at you now, the picture of perfection.” Cale sneered.


  “You have no idea what she’s been through.”


  “Neitherdo you. You may have both been slaves,but your situations were different.”


  “Aye, and hers no doubt was worse, but I know more than you do Cale. I’ve known pain like you couldn’t imagine.”


  “Oh real y, do you know what it’s like to lose a mate?”


  “I know what it’s like to lose family.”


  “Enough!” Sebastian grated. “This isn’t a competition. We’ve al suffered. Every one of us. No one can know what the other is going through,and that includes Anya. That’s why she wil continue training. Learning to control her emotions,while defending herself could save her life one day. Don’t you agree?” They both nodded. “Today was a setback. There are always setbacks in the beginning.”


  Cale’s shoulders went back,“She’s a good student. Didn’t complain, though I could see it in her face she wanted to. And fast, when she …caught her stride.”


  “Justgo easy onher,” Marik replied.”She’s stil healing.”


  A spark ofrealization coveredSebastian’sfeatures. “Does Anya remind you of your sister?”


  Marik reluctantly nodded.


  “You know Cale is a good trainer. He would do nothing to hurt her.”


  “Yeah yeah, I’m a fucking angel.” Cale scoffed and leaned back in his chair.


  Just then Anya appeared in the salon, headingstraighttowardthem. She gave each of them a wary look before she asked Sebastian. “Are you here to walk with me again?”


  Sebastian looked as though he were torn. “Can you find your way?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I wil leave you to it, unless … do you want me to?”


  Without hesitation,Anya replied. “It’s not necessary.” She looked at each of them in turn.”I’l befine.”


  Marik knew she wasn’t talking about finding the pub with that last remark. Hewatched her leave thinking,maybe it would be good for her to get closer to Sonya. Women have their own way of comforting each other,and their tactics seemed to elude male kind.


  


  


  Analia was glad to get out of there.


  It was obvious they were arguing, probably about her. She didn’t care. What she’d gone through during Cale’s training was none of their business. She was upset with herself for breaking down as she had,and vowed that it would not happen again. She would concentrate on learning what she could from Cale,soshe could leave here with confidence. That would be her only focus.


  Sonya waved her over as soon as she entered the pub. “Did Bastian explain to you why you’re here?”She asked.


  Analia nodded.


  Sonya froze and studied her. “What’s wrong?”


  


  Was she that transparent?She tried to fake a smile,“I’m fine.”


  “No you’re not. What happened? Was Cale being an ass?”


  Analia remained quiet.


  “You might as wel tel me,because I don’t give up til I get what I want.”


  Rol ing her eyes Anya proceeded to explain her failure this morning. Sonya listened quietly til the end. Then,to Anya’s confusion,Sonyasmiled.


  “I’m proud of you. It sounds like you real y caught Cale off guard. It takes years to tap into your emotions for use in battle like that. Demons train for decades to accomplish it. I know it must feel awful now, but it wil get better. There wil come a time when you can tap the emotions for their strengths,and keep yourself separate from the memory that inspired the emotion in the first place.”Sonyapaused,a mischievous smile crossed her lips. “Then you’l have the boys running for the hil s.”


  “Running for the hil s?”


  “Yeah, fleeing to escape your wrath.”


  Anya laughed at that. But Sonya did have a point. Before she had engaged her anger, she’d been useless with the sword. Much of it was fuzzy now, but she remembered causing Cale to step back more than once, obviously because he was stunned, but stil . She smiled. “Ididn’tfail.”


  “That’s my girl. Now let’s serve some drinks.”


  There was a lot involved with serving drinks. In Marik’s gal ey, he did the cooking while she only served the food. Here Sonya expectedherto mix the drinks exactly as she explained. There was a lot to remember,and she made more than a few mistakes.


  To her humiliation a man with long dreadlocks and golden skin spit out a drink she had served him. Anya tried to apologies as best she could,but the man just waved her away and ordered her in a rough tone tofix it.Furthering Anya’s humiliation,Sonya had scolded the man and forced him to apologize toherfor his behavior.


  Sonya had no fear. She was a strong female whodidn’t take crap from anyoneas she put it. Sonya was in charge here and didn’t hesitate to let it be known.


  Anya was awed.


  After the thirteenth or fourteenth drink order Analia began to get a handle on it. She liked it when someone ordered one of the bottled drinks,and she only had to open it for them. That was nice and easy. Many of them, however, liked their drinks mixed … and strong.


  Manyof thepeople she’dserved in the salonshowed up at the pub, greeted her with kindness,and most of al patience,as she stumbled through making their drinks.


  Sonya was kept busy as wel . It became hectic when more than ten people were demanding drinks at once but Sonya seemed to thrive on that. Joking and talking with the crowd to keep them occupied while they waited.


  As the night drew on the patrons—after multiple drinks—either noticeably mel owed or hyped up. Some grew more animated andloud. This must be what Xandar meant when he said alcohol affected individuals differently.


  A quarrel brokeout,and Analia watched as Sonya took control to calm the situation. Two men had begun shoving each other,spouting in a language she didn’t understand. Sonya, who also spoke their language, soon had them both laughing. They didn’t cause problems the rest of the night.


  One thing Anya noticed was that after a few drinks, people loved to talk, and talk, and talk. At first she thought it rude to interrupt them to attend another customer. Then she realized that they rarely even noticed, often continuing their rambling to the person next to them.


  During the night Anyareceived a lot of compliments. There were comments of her beauty, her kindness, her aura—whatever that was. At first these compliments resulted in awkward embarrassment,but soon she learned to just say thank you,and brush them off as the inebriated observations that they were.


  For a moment, thecrowd died down, andSonya inquired how she was handling everything.


  “It’s a little strange.In factal of this is a little strange.” She admitted. She hadn’t realized it til now, but her transition was one of incomprehensible magnitude. Sonya cocked her head in question. “I’d gone from a slave, isolated from everything and everyone, to surrounded, by people who … I just … I feel …”Feel what?Important? Cared for? Like she mattered, a least a little bit?


  Sonya surprised her by drawing her into a tight hug. Anya hugged her back until an eruption of hoots and hol ers in the background made them both laugh, and they pul ed apart. Then three men caught her eye.


  Bastian, Cale, and Marik were here.


  Walking to the bar theygreetedAnya with smiles. Sebastian spoke first. “We wanted to see how things were going.”


  Sonya replied. “We’re doing great, right Anya?”


  “Right,” she agreed. “Marik, who is running the gal ey?


  “I left out a buffet. They can fend for themselves for a night.”


  “Would you like a drink? I’ve learned how to make a few real y … er … somewhat wel . How about one of the bottled drinks?” They al smiled at her, the sight of it warmed her heart like nothing ever had before. She was beginning to care for al of them. Stupid on her part she knew, but she couldn’t seem to help it.


  “I’l take a flaming inferno. I’ve heard good things.” Marik replied.


  “Same here.” Both Cale and Bastian said together.


  Flaming inferno?No one had ordered that tonight. Anya looked at Sonya for help.


  “I’l get them. Marik hasn’t tried it yet.” Sonya seemed to imply something with that statement, Anya wasn’t sure what. Returning with a bottle Sonya poured the drinks—a total of five.


  Five?


  Anya looked around for someone else who might have ordered a drink. Sonya noted her confusion,and explained the importance of the act she was about to partake in.An act of trust and friendship. Her heart fluttered. “But I’m working. I don’t know how this wil affect me.”


  “You’re shift is nearly over. We’l end it early tonight. You did wel . Much better than I imagined. You are indeed a swift learner Anya.” Sonya raised her glass and the others fol owed. “To Anya and her future, may it be fil ed with nothing but happiness.” Together, they repeated the phrase and swal owed their drinks. With her throat tightening, ful of emotion, she fol owed suite.


  After that Sonya shoved her out from behind the bar and the boys maneuvered her to a table, ordering themselves another round of flaming infernos. Anya asked for something a little milder,and settled into her seat. She expected they wanted tospeakwith her aboutwhat happenedthis morning,but no one brought it up. Instead, the conversation took a different path.


  “Bastian, how far along are we,do you think?” Marik said sipping his drink.


  “Not as far as I would like. It may benefit us to go through the warring zones,to shave off some time.”


  Marik stiffened. “Is that necessary?”


  He and Sebastian shared a look, “Considering what you told me earlier, it might be wise.”


  Cale waved his hand in dismissal. “We’ve been through it before with no problems.Maradaismore thanqualified for the chal enge.”


  “Cale, as I’ve told you before, too mucharrogancecan be your downfal .”


  Curious Anya interrupted, “What are the warring zones?”


  Sebastian answered. “It’s a span of volatile space, where inhabitants are continuously at war for control over territory of a few large mining fields. We’ve flown through before,undetected,but it’s a risk. Any shipwe cross paths withcould be an enemy.” He paused before continuing, seeming to weigh hisnextwords. “We have al the time we need to deliver the cargo. We could avoid it altogether,and go around. What do you think Anya? Should we risk it to save time?”


  Analiastaredat him, shocked that he would ask her advice at al , even if he didn’t mean to take it. Al of them watched, waiting for her answer. Sipping her drink she thought hard, wanting to give as educated an answer as possible. Knowing what she did—thatDarius might be coming for her—she considered the options. Darius would fol ow them either way. He had confidence inhis ship, the same as Cale hadshown just now. He wouldn’t hesitate to go through the warring zones if it was convenient.If they did go through the warring zones, there was a higher chance that Darius would be slowed down by attacks.


  Of course, the same problem applied to them.


  “If we choose to go through the warring zones, what are the chances of attack?”


  “I’d estimate a thirty to forty percent chance of attack.” Sebastian replied.


  “And what of, say, a larger ship? Would the chances of attack be the same?”


  “It’s possible that a larger ship would draw more interest. Pirating for supplies is popular. How large are we talking?”


  Bastian was edging for information. Anya knew she was walking a dangerous line. Smiling she replied, “We’re talking larger than this ship. Thirty percent is a high number. How confident are you, if wewereto be attacked?”


  Cale replied to that. “Very. We have faced hundreds of attacks and defeated every one, many ships larger and more equipped than ours.”


  Now she edged for information. “How much more equipped?”


  Sebastian responded. “By our calculations, many of our opponents harbored weapons that couldcause greater damage than ours, but none of them seemed to match our experience,and the experience of our crew. We bested them with our wits,as wel as our firepower.”


  That certainly didn’t apply to Darius. Darius knew the capabilities ofExtarga,and how best to exploit it. His weapons werethe best,and often it took only one shot to bring an opponent to their down.


  Anya took a moment to considerevery option,versusevery outcome. “I think it would be worth it to go through the warring zones.”


  While Sebastian pursed his lips, the other two took on a grave expression. It didn’t matter what any of them were thinking at this moment—most likely that she had put them al in danger by merely being here—she ignored the guilt, there was nothing she could do about it now.Anyafelt her conclusion would keep them safe … or as safe as possible when Darius might be chasing them.


  Cale replied in a drab tone. “Interesting Anya, however did you come to that conclusion?”


  She shrugged and lied through her teeth. “What convinced me was your confidence Cale. You seem very sure that no harm would come to us. So why shouldn’t we take the shortcut?”


  Cale snorted and swal owed the last of his drink, but didn’t comment.


  Marik changed the subject. “How did you like working the bar Anya?”


  Beaming,Anyareplied. “It’s a lot of work, a lot to remember. Sonya is amazing at it. I think, once I get the hang of it, I should be fine.” She smirked, “Til then be cautious of my mixed drinks.” They al laughed at that.


  Sonya stopped by the table to refil theirglasses,winkingat Anya before moving to the next table.


  Together, the three males sucked down their drinks, while Anya sipped her stil -ful glass of whatever-it-was. Marik commented. “We’ve been what, nearly a month into the journey? The crew seems to be reacting fine to being cooped up.”


  “So far there have been no incidents.” Sebastian replied.


  Anya was once again curious. “What kind of incidents would you expect?”


  “It’s been proven that when people are cooped up inthe samespace,or isolated for long periods of time they tend to go stir-crazy,andbeginto act abnormal y toward others or their surroundings.”


  “Oh.” She suddenly felt uncomfortable with this topic. Her own experiences have shown proof of his claim. Again she remembered the vision of the old man, materializing before her,and sometimes speaking—at the time she thought it nonsense—about her becoming free one day. But now that she thought of it, it wasn’t nonsense after al , she was free. Weather she held on to her freedom remained to be seen. “But this is nothing like isolation. Your people are together, talking and laughing,and working.There are rooms dedicated to entertainment and exercise. There is so much to do here, this feels nothing like being isolated.”


  “Some people might not see it your way. Some would get easily bored without seeing new sights or meeting new people.”


  She rol ed her eyes at that. “Honestly, if I can go a decade without even seeing the stars,anyone should be able to handle six months without the luxury of new sights or people.”


  “They kept youthatisolated?” Marik replied.


  Dammit! She was doing that damn talking-without-thinking thing again.


  “That’s why everything seems so new to you?” Sebastian tone went empty,but his grip tightened around his glass. Cale said nothing but his expression had gone dark.


  Just then Sonya saved her by plopping down on an empty chair. “I’m closing up shop, you guys want anything else?”


  “Yes.” The three replied in a near unified voice.


  Anya stood, taking their gazes with her. “Not me, I’m tired.” She said, using the opportunity for escape. “I’l see you in the morning Cale.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 10


  


  Anya entered her room.


  On the way,she wondered at Sebastian’s next scheme. Perhaps he’d ripped up the floor of her room, or flooded it. She expected almost anything …


  except what she found.


  A large mustard colored couch stood in place of the old one.


  Running her hand along the back, it was soft and looked as though new. Bewildered, Anya testedthecushions, burrowing her bodyintotheir softness. The plushy fabricformed neatlyto her curves.


  Why he’d done this she didn’t know. At the moment she didn’t care. Like a siren’s cal , the softness of the couch was lul ing her to lie her body down. She was exhausted from the day’s events. Every muscle screamed at her, and her emotions were stil a little raw.


  During training, when she tapped into her anger, her mind lost control and threatened to delve into madness from the wretchedness of her memories. As always she was tempted to embrace the madness, but as always something was there to keep her from it. This time it was Sebastian. Bastian held her tight, enveloping her in his warm strength and masculine scent. Al she could do was hold on to him until the turmoil inside her abated. His muscular arms pul ed her to him, warming her, pul ing her out of her insanity, making her feel safe.


  When she was ful y herself again embarrassmenthadflooded her.Had there beenpity in their eyes? She didn’t want their pity. She wanted them to think of her as strong,and capable. Like someone who could take care of herself.


  She wanted to see herself that way too.


  That’s why she would continue to train with Cale, not because Bastian ordered her to, but because it would benefitherin the end. She would learn al shecould, and would never losecontrol as she did today.


  But first, sleep.


  Her body ached,and her lids grew heavy. But before she al owed herself to sleep she forced herself into the shower to let the warm water relax her further.


  The kindness everyone was showing her was overwhelming, fil ing her up with so much appreciation and gratitude, until she overflowed with it.


  She suspected Bastian knew the dangerous position she’d put them in, and stil he was kind to her. Was even al owing her training so she can one day defend herself, as wel as a job that wil bring her money when it is time for her to leaveMarada. Why was he giving her so much when she could give nothing in return, besides a constant threat to al of their lives? The guilt sat like a clump of iron in the pit of her stomach.


  Showered anddressed, Anya reentered her room. Steam poured from the bathroom,dissipating into nothingness. The contrast of the cooler air slammed into her,and she quickly curledup on the couch, blanket and pil ow in place.


  


  This new couch was much larger than the previous one, al owingher to stretch out ful y instead of the scrunched position shehad beenforced to take with the old one. Sinking in,Anyalet herself drift.


  


  


  Once again, Anyawoke to a darkened room. Lifting herself from the couch she scouted for Sebastian. The room wasempty, and no dark shadows loomed ominously in the corners.Disappointmentgrippedher, she was hoping to thank him.


  Ignoring the pang of wistfulnessAnyaprepared to meet Cale in the training room. She made her way past the nursery, beautiful mixtures of smel s and energy licked at her skin. The lively vegetation from within cal ed to her. With only aquickpeekinside, she walked past.


  Cale was standing in the same spotas yesterday. Anya smiled and greeted him warmly. He only nodded, which she thought, for him, was like a twirling-hug-embrace.


  “We’re going to practice some of the holds from yesterday. Don’t hold back. Try as hard as you can to get free.”


  Feeling total y unprepared for the umpteenth time Cale was behind her in an instant. His huge arm wrapped itself tightly around her neck. He squeezed,hard. The strength of his grip told her that he wasn’t going to hold back either.After a moment of hesitation, Anyafound his foot with her heel.


  He stumbled back, taking her with him,but showed no other signs of discomfort. He stil had a tight hold on her neck. Stomping again she caught his toe,then immediately elbowed him in the stomach.


  Stil he held tight.


  “You’re not trying. Do I have to give you some incentive?” His grip tightened cutting off herlungs. Gasping for air her heart lurched, Cale wasn’t playing.Had he decided that she was a liability?As she struggled and clawed at his arm,Cale’svoice remained calm. “Keep your wits, think logical y. You only have a minute or two before your lack of air wil cause you to pass out, precious moments to make a quick lifesaving decision. Just keepyour focusand think.”


  She couldn’t breathe.Thatwas al she could think about. Distressed she struggled harder, fighting for air.


  


  Think.


  Cale’s words from yesterday echoed in her head.Bring a man to his knees.


  He would be expecting it though.


  She felt the slow leaking of darkness fil her as her lungs screamedin her chest. Raising her leg, Anyafeigned another kick to his foot. He took the bait.


  While he was focused on moving his foot, she crashed her fist backashard as she could. It worked better than she thought.


  Cale’s grip fel away, al owing her to flingher body out of his reach. He’d fal en to one knee and visibly struggled for breath, clutching himself. Anya heaved, sucking in air as hard as she could. Her vision began to clear. Cale’s agony came into view.


  In a fit of regret she dropped beside him. “I’m sorry.”


  He ground out, “Why are you apologizing? I was strangling you. You did as I asked. Nice move by the way.” His scowl and grating tone contradicted the compliment.


  “Thank you. I don’t like hurting people who have been nice to me.”


  “Then why would you feel bad about hurting me?” He stood as though he had recovered, but Anya could stil sense his pain. His voice had lowered to a deep mater-of-fact tone. “I’ve shown you no kindness.”


  “Yes you have. Maybe the least of anyone here, but stil … in your own way, you and everyone on this ship has shown me more kindness than I’ve ever known. I am so … it’s … too much sometimes. Overwhelms me.”


  Cale pinned her with a heavy stare.


  “Besides, you’re teaching me to defend myself. No matter if you are awful to me for the rest of my time here, that is something I wil forever be grateful for.”


  Helifted himself off the groundand turned away. During her speech he had become quiet, unreadable. Void of emotion.Do al demons have that ability?


  “Next you’l learn some combination moves,” He said,as if he hadn’t heard a word she’d just spoken. Analia had a feeling this was his way of keeping people at a distance. He wanted to remain distant and closed off from those around him, almost dead to the world.


  For most of her life that was what she wanted too. Many times she was able to recede into the back of her mind, sometimes feeling completely detached from her body, while life continued without her. For weeks, sometimes months, she could stay that way—unfeeling and, in a way, free—unfortunately not forever. She always came back to reality.


  Pushing her thoughts away, Analia faced Cale,waitingfor the next lesson.


  


  


  This damn endless space.


  Maradawas moving at a steady pace,soon they would be approaching the warring zones.


  After Anya had offered her preference for the warring zones, Sebastian knew he needed to be on guard for whoevermightcomeafter her. He almostwantedthem to come, so he could destroy them thoroughly and with much pain. But this job—which he now regretted taking—was like an ever-present burden he couldn’t get rid of quick enough. It was taking too long and steeling precious time he could be using to find Anya a safe place to hide while he hunted down those who would do her harm.


  No one in, no one out. Fucking wards.


  It would be months before he could track down the male whose guts he wanted to squish between his fingers. Whose pulse he wanted to feel quicken with fear before it faded into agony. Whose pleas for mercy he wanted to laugh at before he ripped his head from his neck.


  Soon.


  Whoever this person was had kept Anya isolated, treating her only gods knows how. Not as she should be treated, that he knew for sure. Somehow, amazingly,she remained kind and gentle. How she could be, after the life she lead, he didn’t know. She should be jaded and ful of deep-seated rage like Marik had been, like Marik stil was.


  Of course, deep downAnyadid have some rage. Cale had been so shocked by her outburst that he seemed at a loss what to do, backing away from a fight for thefirsttime ever.


  Sebastian chuckled at that. Cale wil never live it down, as far as Sebastian was concerned.


  But then she’d col apsed, utterly consumed by her sorrow. She looked so fragile. Sebastian could do nothing but hold her as tight as he could in an unpracticed attempt at providing comfort. She had stiffened in his arms as though the gesture was foreign to her as wel , most likely it was. But after a moment she softened and leaned into him. Holding her like that, feeling her in his arms, instantly becameas natural as breathing. In that moment he thought he could have held her forever.


  Thinking of her now made him wonder what she might be doing. A glance at the time told him she’d be training with Cale.ShouldIbe there?


  “Captain.” Aidan cal ed, interrupting his thought. “We’ve crossed over. We are official y within the warring zone.”


  Sebastian refocused his thoughts. His crew was counting on him to keep them safe. He needed to focus on the task at hand. “Keep al sensors open for approaching ships.” Sebastian replied. “Al weapons remain online at al times until we pass through.”


  “Yes Captain.”


  “Engage shields, ful power. Aidan, get us the fuck through this quickly and untouched.”


  “Got it Captain.”


  Aidan was the ships lead pilot, and a damn good one at that. Such a young male, yet his skil s were that of a veteran three times his age. He was a descendant of the dragon clans, and nearly al dragons had an affinity for flight. Aidan had made a nameforhimself navigatingPhase Ninewhen he was only in his twenties.


  Phase Ninewas a racing competition created by the twelve al ied planets. Anyonefrom any race was invited toenter for the glory and honorofyour people.


  The obstacles were deadly and everyone who entered knew not al would return alive. Aidan not only returned,but he had been declared the winner.


  His win was bittersweet though. Aidan’s wife and child had been slaughtered in a random act of violence while he was away. He hadn’t learned of the tragedy until he returned home in victory.


  Aidan never raced again, but the only thing he knew was flying, so he’d eventual y found his way toMarada. Sebastian was grateful for his presence. There was no one better to get them through thislong journey.


  


  


  Analia was almost finished with her shift. Marik was busy in thegal eywith threeful tables of orders she’d given him. Over the last few days he’d shown concerned for her, questioning her about each session with Cale. Every day she reassured him that she was fine and the training was going wel .


  Sebastiandidn’tappearin her roomagain. Nor did he attend lunch, or indulge in a drink.In factshe hadn’t seen him since that night at the bar. Now that she was settled in, he was leaving her to the care of the other three demons.


  Many people continued to pour into thesalon. However, the invasive interrogations have eased, melding seamlessly into the pleasures of idle chitchat.


  The two young girls, Spectra and Edenya, often came to share gossip with her. They loved to speak of the many places they’d visited in their lives,and often repeated the names of planets orspacecitiesshe should visit. Anya would smile and listen with politeness and assured them she would try her best to go everywhere they suggested, knowing she most likely never would.


  It didn’t matter if there were a thousand perfect places in the universe, she only needed one. Oneperfect …home.


  Xandar entered the salon and waved at her, a crafty grin curled his lips. He motioned with his head for her to join him as he claimed an empty table.


  “Hi Anya. How is your day going?” He asked with sparkling eyes.


  “My day is going just fine. What would you like to order? Marik has been working on a slow-cooked roast for today. It is very excel ent.”


  “I actual y didn’t come here for lunch. I came to ask you if you would be my date for a party that’s coming up.”


  She searched her memory for his meaning. Date, she knew, meant a specific day. Apartywas a celebration. She’d never been to one before. His phrasing perplexed her.


  Her confusion must have been visible because he reiterated. “I mean I would like you to accompany me to the party, as my date.”


  “Date.” She repeated. “Meaning to join you in celebration?”


  “Yes.” He paused. “Wel sort of, there’s a little more to it than that.”


  She waited expectantly.


  He scratched the back of his neck. A nervous reaction? “Wel , we would spend the evening together talking and maybe dancing, I would bring you drinks or food. Things like that. And we would get to know each other better.”


  Dancing? “I have never danced.” Although she always wanted to.


  “That’s okay, we don’t have to dance. I’m not much of a dancer myself.”


  “No, I would like to dance.”


  “Then we’l dance.” His grin was catching. “Al night if you want.”


  Anya laughed. “Okay, I’l go with you to this celebration. When is it to take place?”


  “A few days I think. I’l let you know when I find out for sure.” He rushed from the room before she could askany morequestions. Shrugging Anya entered thegal eyto clean a little before she left for the pub.


  “Marik, have you ever been a …date? Or is that only a word for a female?”


  Tensing,Marik turned to her with a questioning look. “It’s a general term. Why are you asking?”


  “Xandarsaid there’s to be a celebrationand he asked me to be his date.”


  Marik raised an eyebrow. “How the hel does he know? It hasn’t even been announced.” Cursing under his breath Marik shook his head. “That little shit must have overheard …” trailing off he pinned her with a glare. “Did you say yes?”


  She cocked her head. “Did I make a mistake?”


  “No. No you didn’t do anything wrong.”


  Analia didn’t believe him. He looked worried. She opened her mouth to inquire more, but he quickly shooed her out the door.


  “I’l finish up here, you should get tothe pub. Ask Sonyafor date advice. I don’t have al that much experience to offer.”


  “Sonya has experience?”


  “Uh …” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter,she’d stil have better advice for you than I would.”


  Anya didn’t understand but she went anyway. Marik’s agitation seemed to grow the longer she stayed. She couldn’t understand what her mistake had been. Perhaps Sonya could enlighten her.


  


  


  As Sonya fil ed drink orders shehappilyreplied to Anya’s question. At firstshe’d been startled that Anya was asking about dating, but then Sonyafelt relieved that Bastian had final y accepted his attraction tothe girl. “A date can be a lot of things. People go on dates to get to know each other better,or to find a connection, or to just be with the other person because you’re attracted tothem. Sometimes you get dressed up depending on the occasion.” Lining up four shot glasses Sonya fil ed them in one clean swoop. She loved her job. “Why are you asking about this? Did someone ask you out?” Sonya edged, expecting to get al the details about how Sebastian had asked her.


  “Xandar asked me to be his date …”


  Sonya slammed the bottle on the bar, eyes riveted to the brimming shot glasses. “Did he?” That little bastard must have overheard them talking the other day. Sonya had suggested that they throw a party for Anya and explained that she’d never celebrated a birthday and had probably never even celebrated anything. Their natural male reactions were shrugs, grumbling,andfinal ycompliance.


  “Marik was unhappy about this as wel . Why?” Anya asked.


  “Oh Hun, we’re not unhappy. We’re just surprised I guess.” And a little worried, Sonya added to herself. Bastian is going to go bal istic when he hears this.


  “Do you like Xandar?”


  Anya shrugged. “He’s been kind. I stil don’t understand though. I have spent an evening here with Xandar. What is the difference?”


  Sonya thought it was best to be as blunt as possible. “That wasn’t a date. Guys tend to expect thingsduring, or after adate. He might justhold your hand, ortry for a kiss. Or,he mightbe hoping toget into your pants.”


  Anya looked considerate for a moment. “Get into my pants?” Then her eyes widened. “And if I refuse?”


  “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. Just make it clear to him if you want him to keep his distance. Remember, you’re the one in control.


  You say what happens and what doesn’t happen.”


  Anya was turning a sickly shade of green.


  “Are you okay?”


  “This is more significant than I thought.”


  “Listen, we’l al be there. You won’t be left alone. Everyone on the ship wil be there and over half would be wil ing to kil the man if he tries anything funny.”


  Sonya wasn’t even exaggerating. Anya had a way of enchanting everyone she met. She had a warmth and a brightness about her that drew you in. Marik was already treating her with the same big-brother-like affection that he bestowed on Sonya. Most shocking, was that Calic was becoming less irritable than usual. He would sometimes come into the pub, after their training session, to gloat about Anya’s progress.


  Sebastian’s growing protectiveness was something to worry about,where Xandar’s safety was concerned. Hopeful y the man had a little more sense than to try anything with Anya. Sonya didn’t know him wel enough to be sure. He’d only joinedMaradaa few years ago.


  “So how does it work?” Anya interrupted her thoughts.


  “How does what work?”


  “A date. Xandar said we would spend the evening together and maybe dance. Is that it?”


  “Wel he’l probably want to walkyou there, I would think anyway. He might offer tobringyou a drink, or something.” Sonya stumbled. She’d never real y been on a date herself. “You would sit at the same table and talk. At the end he’l probably want to walkwithyou back to your room. That’s the part you have to watch out for. That’s when he might lean in for a kiss. If you want him to kiss you”—Sonya hoped for Sebastian sake she didn’t—“then you’l let him. If not, then just say good night and duck into you room quickly.”


  Anya was silent for a moment. “And I am in charge?”


  “Yup, what you say goes.”


  


  


  


  Anya woke the next morning a little sluggish. She worried al night about the date. She understood now that Xandar was asking to start a relationship. She didn’t know how to feel about that. He was nice,but she didn’t feel anything for him. His eyes didn’t draw her in. His scent, though nice, didn’t make her heart race.


  As long as she can remember she yearned for someone who would love her, someone she could love, but was she even ready for a relationship?


  Her slavery already seemed like a dark memory but she hasn’t been free for very long.How long should she wait beforeal owingherself to live? Anya wanted to experience everything life had to offer. Though she was a little nervous, she was also excited to try dating, kissing, maybe even more—with the right person.


  Sebastian’s face flashed in her mind and her stomach tightened. She imagined what it would be like to dance with him. What would it be like to be kissed by him? At that thought her heartspedand her skin grew warm. As a test, Anya imagined what it would be like to kiss Xandar.


  She felt nothing.


  Thedate of thecelebration had been announced and was scheduled four days from now. She considered rescinding her acceptance to go with Xandar,but decided to honor her commitment,though shepromised to tel him that she wanted to remain friends.


  Herdays were becoming routine. Mornings with Cale learning defense,and every now and again he would show her some attack moves. Afternoons with Marik and the lunch crowd, she was enjoying trying every new dish Marik created. Trying new foods was quickly becoming one of her favorite things to do.


  Evenings with Sonya, who was giving her lots of advice on how to manage people, males in particular. Out-of-control drunken males wereSonya’sspecialty.


  Though Sonya had admittedly never dated in her lifeshe stil held a vastness of information,Anya soaked up every word.


  Sonyadescribed the male ego as a fragile, their competitive streak fierce. If left unchecked, some can become control ing and overbearing. In the case of demons,they are protective to a fault where their loved ones are concerned.


  Sonya admitted that the extent of her knowledge came from watching her brothers and other males on the ship,and that her interpretation ofmenis loose at best.


  When she wasn’t working Anya would spend her free time exploring the ship, learning the layout. Sonya’s room, she found, was just around the corner from hers. Most rooms,in fact, were located on the same floor as hers, or one floor below, and the control room was two floors above. Aside from the elevators, stairwel s were also available but no one seemed to use them.


  Sometimes she would visit the training room and practice on her own. She wanted to be strong,and strove to impress her teacher,as wel as Sebastian, if she ever saw him again.


  Mariktold her that theyenteredthe warring zones and Sebastian was spending much of his time on duty, only stopping in for dinner near closing time.


  Anya worried about the warring zones and kept her fingers crossed that it was the right path to take.Shefelt a little guiltyabout her opinion on the subject.


  Surly she wouldn’t have swayedSebastian’s decision on the matter.


  The fact thatSebastian only came in for one meal a day gave her concern. Marik informed her that everyone working in the control room was pul ing double shifts, and with Cale training her Sebastian was often working longer hours.


  Guilt swel ed insideher andseemed to be making a permanenthome in the pit of her stomach.Not only had she taken Cale away from an important job, they were going through the warring zones—which was putting the ship at risk every second—and her mere presence was a danger to everyone.


  “There must be something I can do. Since they can’t come here couldn’t I bring some food to the control room? So they can at least eat lunch?”


  Marik nodded with approval. “That’s a great idea.” He pul ed a rol ing cart from a closet and fil ed it with a variety of foods. “You know where to go?”


  “Yes. I’l be quick about it.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ve survived years without you, I can manage for a little while.” Marik’s smile lifted her heart.


  It was only the second timeAnya hadbeen in the control room and she was awed anew as the great domed window, darkened by space, came into view.


  The room was ful of people with every console occupied. Sebastian sat to herrightat the command center. As if sensing her,his gaze snapped up, mouth partedin surprise.Trained only on herSebastian’samber gaze was intense as ever,Anyastifled a shiver as the energy of it flowed through her.Then, noticing the cart of foodSebastian nodding with approval,but didn’t say a word.


  Thesweetsmel of food consumed the roommaking many heads turn to find the source. Some shouted with glee and hurried over to grab what they could.


  “Anya you’rea lifesaver,” one of the men cal ed. She thought his name was Jackson,or James.


  The feeling of genuine usefulness fil ed Anya with satisfaction. “Come andtakewhatever youlike. I’l bebringing a lunch cart everyday around this time.” Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Sebastian. He was unreadable—as usual—and showed no intention of taking the food she offered.


  Maybe if she gave him some room he’d grab a bite or two. She real y wanted to get a closer look atthe control roomanyway. Beyond the large window was a colorful array of space-dust gathered in tight clumps. A smal star in the middle il uminated the tiny grains into amistof multicolored hues. “That’s beautiful.” She muttered.


  A man sitting close to her commented, “That’s one of the mining clusters.”


  Anya eyed the man thoroughly. He was tal and of strong build, the majority of his attention was on the console in front of him. “What is your job?” She asked, ever curious.


  He glanced at her, caught slightly off guard by her question. “I monitorand distributethe ships power supply. From the lights to theengine,I al ocate the amount of energy used in each area and divert it to areas that need more power at certain times.”


  Kind of like what she used to do. Only she didn’tmonitorthe power of the ship,she supplied it. “Do you mind if I watch you for a bit?”


  Her request delighted him. Straightening his posture he replied, “Not at al , look as long as you like. My name is Nikolai by the way. Nick for short. I don’t believe I’ve hadthe pleasure of meeting you yet.”


  “It’s nice to meet you Nick, I’m Anya. Tel me, does this ship have warp drive?” It was something Anya contemplatedduring long nights ful of worry. IfThe Hel Ship showed, the only wayAnyacould conceive of a clean escape was through warp drive. TheHel Ship could only warp for about ten or eleven seconds before too much of the energy was consumed.Maradawas smal er than theExtarga, which would give it the freedom to use less energy andthe ability togo farther.


  “Unfortunatelywe’ve never been able to get the warp drive working.I’m sure there’s something wrong with the code but I can’t figure it out.”


  Damn.


  “I’ve always wondered howwarp works, you said it uses a code?” She knew how it worked, but Anya needed to lead him into showing herthe code.


  “Wel ,when it’s functioning properly, warpuses a ton of energy so, on most ships, it’shardly ever used. It’s pretty complicated. The short version is that there’s a specific algorithm programmed into the ship that sets things into motion. The algorithm is different for most ships, depending on engine type and the size of the ship.”


  “Algorithm? Is it possible for me to see what it looks like?”


  “Sure but you won’t understand it.” He flicked a few buttons and a string of digits and letters appeared.


  “Is this the algorithm for the warp drive?” She knew it wasn’t.


  “No, this is one of the simpler algorithms.”Afew moreclicks of the keyboardand the screen switched. “This is the warp.”


  She quickly browsed the code. It was indeed different from The Hel Ship, but within seconds she spotted the mistake. Only a few numbers out of place and the entire system wasuseless. She filed the information away, hoping she would never need to use it. “Hmm, that does look complicated.”


  “Not when you learn how to read the code. Only, this one has me stumped.”


  “Keep trying, I’m sure you’l figure it out.”


  “Have you heard about the party coming up?” He suddenly asked. Anya nodded. “I just thought if no one has asked you, I would love to go with you.”


  A little stunned, Anya gave him a grateful smile. “I’m sorry, I’m going with Xandar. From what I’ve learned one shouldn’tagree to more than one date per night.”


  Nick laughed,a hearty thick laugh that shook his shoulders.At the same time Anya noticed Sebastian’s head snap in their direction.


  “I figured someone had already asked you but I thought it wouldn’t hurt to try. Maybe next time.”


  She nodded,andbegan to movefreely around the rest of the room, eagerlylearning everyone’s name and job.Beingconstantly surrounded and interacting with people,Anyawas learningthere is anotherside to her gift.She seemed to be reading the emotions of others without meaning to.Nick had been genuinely happy.After meeting Aidan, the pilot, she felt his energy was … mournful? He hid it wel though.


  Then she focused on Sebastian who seemed to be in turmoil, almost angry. Was it because she was here? Did he want her to stay away from him? Is that why she hadn’t seen him for days?


  Marryel i, the navigator—a tal blond woman with almost feline like features—cal ed out coordinates and the crew fel into a steady rhythm.


  Deciding she’d been here long enough Anya returned to the cart, which was nowalmost empty. Sebastian, she noticed,hadn’t taken anything. “Captain?”


  She cal ed. His eyes darted to her. “Would you like something before I leave?”


  The look he gave told her that what he wanted wasn’t on the cart. Slowly he moved toward her,she suddenly felt like prey in the path of a predator. With his eyes locked on hers Sebastian leaned in close, and snatched a sandwich. She couldn’t stifle a shiver as his body came closer and hisgazedipped to her lips.


  Then he seemed to snap out of it. “Thank you, my crew appreciates your service.” With that, Sebastian returned to his station. A mixture of emotions fol owed her out of the room.Half in a daze,and oddly giddy,she pushed the cart forward until she reached thegal eyonce again.


  Marik greeted her and asked how it went. Marik had never provided ana-la-carteservice before and was visibly excited about it. Anya was too,and couldn’t wait to go back the next day. The energy of Sebastian’s emotion had confused her,and she wanted another chance to figurehimout. At first, she felt his surprise at her entrance, which turned into agitation as she interacted with the crew. But it was the lust in the end that almost knocked her off her feet.


  Why so many emotions so quickly.


  Sonya had told her that demons emotions were natural y intense. Was that it? Or was there more to it?


  Anya needed to understand and if he wouldn’t come to her,then she would go to him.


  


  The end of Anya’s shift came swiftly and she started toward the pub. When Anya came near the plant nursery she couldn’t resist stopping in the doorway.


  The energy of the room seemed stronger today than it did yesterday. She could smel the life pouring from the doorway, it tingled her skin. Leaning in she inhaled the sweet air.


  “You can come in if you want.” A familiar accent cal ed from within the room. Anya peeked around the corner and spotted the woman with her glorious tattoo of blue and green shades. “Come in little Analia.”


  Hesitating, “I was told these plants are extremely valuable.”


  “Indeed, they are rare and hard to come by.”The woman waved her forward, “Come in come in.”


  Reluctantly Anya stepped through the threshold. Immediately she was engulfed, the tingling in her skin grew to a tingling through her whole body.Theenergyflowedleisurely through her at its own pace. Anya caught herself smiling and schooled her features.


  “I am Raka.”


  “It’s nice to see you again. May I ask why these plants are here? They are beautiful, but what is the purpose on a ship?”


  “They help to clean the air and provide peace to those on the ship.”


  Anya cocked her head. “Peace?”


  “Have you not visitedsanctuary?”


  Anya shook her head, intrigued, but a brightly colored flower caught here attention. She moved to get a closer look. The flower’s thick stem rose through a forest ofbrightlygreen leaves. Countless petals decorated the head, colors fading from yel ow at the center to deep red near the ends. Smal tendrils peeked out from the center donning yel ow bal s of fluff. The scent was indescribable as it fil ed her nostrils.


  “Would you like it?” Raka asked.


  “What?”


  Before Anya could protest, Raka snipped the flower from the plant and handed it to her. Shockedinto silenceAnya took the stem. While gazing at the beautiful mixture of colors, she wondered what Sebastian would think if he saw her with this flower. He’d threatened her with a life of servitude if she disturbed the plants in this room.Awave of sickness rippledthrough her.


  As if her thoughts had summoned him, Sebastianappeared behind her,leaning against the doorwith an odd expression on his face. Her stomach lurched into her throat. Gulping a bal of airthe stem dropped from her grasp, and in a panic shepushed her way past him. Without a backward glance,Anyaraced for the pub.


  Anya hadn’t meant to take the flower. She only meant to look. What was Raka thinking, snipping the flower like that? Clearly, Anya couldn’t be held responsible.


  Safely behind the bar she nervously busied herself. A drink here and there, she hardly noticed. Her thoughts were jumbled. Sonya kept asking ifeverythingwas okay and she could only nod in response. It took several hours for her to calm enough to notice Sebastian hadn’t fol owed her to demand reparation.Anyadidn’t know what to make of it.


  When her shift ended she didn’t want to leave,knowing Sebastian might be waiting for her. And though, at any other time, the thought might have caused a flutter in her stomach, now she was reluctant, fearful of his anger.


  Why did she take the flower? What would possess her to do such a thing?


  With nowhere else to go in the late hours of the night, Anya took her time walking back to her room. She stood outside her door for many minutes gathering her courage, but final y she entered.


  Darkness greeted her. Lights flared as shecal ed them to life and she found the room empty.A shimmer of color drew her attention tothe coffee table.


  The flower!Sitting in a slim vase half fil ed with water.


  Cautiously Anyasurveyed the room. Nothing else was out of place. No sign of Sebastian. Suspicious, Anya peeked back out into the hal way. There was no one there.


  Truly confusedAnyasank into the couch watching the flower with puzzlement. Its petals seemed to glow in the dim light. Staring at it for a long while Anya’s eyelids began to grow heavy, eventual y she found herself curled on the couch,drifting into slumber.


  


  


  


  Chapter 11


  


  Anya woke with a stretch and a yawn—another night of deep satisfying sleep. She al owed herself to linger in the warm cocoon made by the blankets and cushions. It seemed she couldn’t get enough of their softness. When she opened her eyes she was fil ed with euphoria as the vase and its vibrant counterpart came into view. Overnight the bloom had flourished. Adrowsygrin fluttered around her lips.


  Had Sebastian put it there last night? Orhad it beenRaka? The euphoric feeling drifted away.


  Please let it have been Sebastian.


  Rising,Anya leaned forwardsniffing in the sweet scent of the bloom.The Pungent aromafil ed her nostrils and enveloped her senses. Over the years she’d heardrumorsof the smel s of flowers. Until now, she had never even seen one that she could recal . It was al cold metal and empty dark rooms for her.


  No Longer.


  With what Anya could only describe as giddiness she showered and dressed, taking another moment to appreciate the flowers beauty, before tearing herself away—Calic would kil her if she was late. The door glided open at her approach. A pair of heavy black boots came into view. Anya froze in midstep, taking in the rest of the hefty body.


  Sebastian was standing casual y against the wal , arms crossed over his chest. Barely visible horns peeked out of black as night hair. Deep golden eyes trained on her. He wore a short-sleeved shirt, revealing thick arms rippling with muscle. Just below that was a pair of—what had to be—the best fitting pants ever made. He was like a god. His energy screamed confidence coupled with lethal danger. His lips twitched at her gaping and she closed her jaw, which had fal en open without her permission.


  Pushing away from the wal Sebastian dropped his arms to his side. “I’ve cleared your schedule for today.”


  Ire pricked at her. “Why?”Was it because of the flower?She was getting sick of the anticipation of punishment. “It wasn’t my fault. Raka cut the flower and gave it to me. I didn’t ask her to do it, she just did. I shouldn’t …”


  “This isn’t about the flower. Wel , itis, but it isn’t what you think.”


  “You have no idea what I think.”


  “You’re right, I don’t. And that’s maddening.” He paused briefly shaking his head. “I put the flower in your room tosetyou at ease. You looked a little freaked out when you ran away like that. And in the pub you were hardly there, like your mind was elsewhere.”


  In the pub? She hadn’t even knownSebastian had beenthere. Wondering where he was going with this,Anyawatched him warily, at the same time her heart jumped at his admission. Itwashe who gave her the flower.


  “It took me a while to figure out why you reacted that way when you saw me. I didn’t mean to scare you like that.” His gaze traveled her body. “I have something I want to show you. You can change out of your sparing clothes, you won’t be training today.”


  “Something you want to show me?”


  “Yes. It’s a surprise,so don’t ask. I’l wait out here while you change.”


  Anya couldn’t get a read on him. His body language was guarded,his mask in place.He was so control ed. Inhis own words,it was maddening. She stepped back into her room wondering what she should change into. He claimed she’d done nothing wrong and therefore safe from punishment. Almost uncaringly he revealed he had put the flower in her room, as if it were nothing. As if it wasn’t one of the greatest—if not one of the only—gifts she’d ever received. His stoicism was irritating.


  Suddenly, she had the urge tomakehim lose some of that control, and an idea formed in her mind.What was wrong with her?She was about to rile the beast and she wasn’t even afraid.


  


  


  Sebastian’s jaw hit the floor when he saw herin herfresh change of clothes.


  She was dressed in one of the black miniskirts, heels to match. The shirt she’d donned was low-cut spaghetti strap that clung to her curves and made his cock instantly solid as steel.Sebastianbit back a groan and fought the urge to push her back into the room and show her just what she was doing to him.


  Her eyes flashed with mischief and realization hit him. She knew exactly what she was doing to him.Wicked female!Quickly heschooled his features. She had no idea the fire she was playing with.


  Nottrusting his tongue to obey him he started down the corridor. Anya fel in step beside him.


  “Where are you taking me?”


  “I told you not to ask” his lips quirked.She just rol ed her eyes at him.


  Yesterday in the plant nursery she had been so fascinated by the plants and flowers in the room, as though she’d never seen anything like it. It’s possible she hadn’t. Sebastian chided himself for causing her distress and unknowingly keeping her from something that might bring her happiness. Had he known his words would affect her so, he never would have told her to keep clear of the nursery. It’s true the plants are difficult to come by—many of them are rare even to their originating planets—but not impossible. Raka had a way with plants and since she’s been with the crew al have flourished under her care.


  Anya had held such a look of contentment and sheer awe as she perused the different foliage. It made his heart swel with pride that he had such a room to offer her. He couldn’t wait to show her the sanctuary. If flowers and plants could make Anya smile like that he’d be sure she hadaccess toal the flowers she could possibly want.


  They walked together in a comfortable silence, a complete one-eighty from their first meeting. Back then she had been tense, cold, and locked inside a protective shel . Now her shel was cracking and she was growing more comfortable with the ship, the crew,even him. Even though he hadn’t treated her as delicately as he should have in the beginning. How was he to know the kindhearted avid creature she would turn out to be? Her ability to adapt so quickly to her new life amazed Sebastian.


  The doors to the sanctuary slid openandhe couldn’t resist turning to gauge her reaction when the interior came into view.


  Eyes widening Anya stumbled, losing her footing. She caught herself and came to a halt, every action suspended. Her breath hitched. “My gods.”


  Sebastian swel ed with satisfaction. Taking her hand he pul ed her through the threshold. Her grip was weak, resting lightly in his hand, but the touch affected him more than he imagined it could, and once they were ful y in the room he couldn’t let her go. Anya was enthral ed by her surroundings and probably didn’t even notice he was touching her. In awe she scanned the room. It was a beautiful space to be sure, but Anya shamed it with her very presence.


  With difficulty he managed to avert his attention, surveying the room, trying to see through her eyes. This was the largest open space on the ship, and for good reason, bright lights shown from the ceiling, mimicking solar rays. Al kinds of foliage encompassed the room, from exotic trees that reached for the ceiling to colorful shrubs and grass that covered sloping mounds of turf. Vines blanketed the wal s so that almost no metal was visible. A faux stream trickled, snaking around the low hil s. A pathway crossed the stream at three points, circling the circumference of the room, providing access to thick jungle-like areas. The air was different here, sweet and thick with a tang of life, burying the cold iron and steel of the ship.And the colors!Every color in the spectrum existed in this room. It was a haven for everyone on the ship. In this room Sebastian could almost imagine he was back on his home planet …


  almost.


  Grip tightening Anya looked at him with so much emotion it made his heart clench. He tried to look away but she’d captured him completely. “Is this real?”


  He nodded. “Al of it.”


  “Can I touch it?”


  “You can touch anything you want.” He said in a voice that gave two meanings to the phrase. She didn’t notice.Good. “We cal this the sanctuary.”


  Too soon she removed her hand from his and began to flutter back and forth among the vegetation, scenting every flower and touching each one in turn.


  Each time she stretched for something out of reach, the hem of her skirt would rise ever so slightly, revealing soft milky thighs. Sebastian had to stifle a groan. He should leave her to browse on her own, but he couldn’t keep from fol owing behind her as she made her way down the path.


  She glided over a low bridge that crossed the stream and into a smal thicket of trees. The trunks were thin, with many of them clustered together. Vines dangled from the treetops, and smal bushes crowded the area.


  Seeing her there, among the greenery, ful of elation, silky golden locks swishing back and forth as her gaze darted, was more than he could take.Unable tostop himself Sebastianbeganstalking toward her. As though Anyasensed the change in him, she twirled to face him. Visibly swal owingand inchingbackward.


  Could she tel he’d lost his control? Was she frightened?With that he halted, almost able to rein it in.


  Then her eyes went silver and Sebastian’s sliver of control shattered.


  With a groan, he grabbed her by the waist and claimed her mouth with his. At his touch her body stiffened. With a gentleness Sebastianhadn’t knownhe was capable of he traced the contours of her lips with his own, taking in her delicious scent. After a moment she relaxed into him, her lips softening.


  Through the fog, Sebastian noted her reaction.She was giving in to him. When her hands came up to rest on his shoulders another chunk of his control snapped away. His kiss became demanding. He licked across her lips with his tongue, she gasped and he took advantage, delving into her mouth to find her tongue with his own.


  A soft feminine sound escaped her and she began to meet him with every sweep of his tongue. Her arms latched around his neck as she pushed her body deeper into his. This was not the reaction he expected but he’d take it. With light force he pushed her up against a tree and pressed his body hard into her soft curves, never relinquishing her mouth. Moving the material of her skirt he squeezed the soft flesh of her ass—groaning with pure male appreciation—his hips began rocking against her.


  She made another soft moan that drove him to the brink of insanity.


  The kiss became frenzied, as though both were starved for each other. Sebastian knew he needed to pul away and get the hel out of there before …


  before what? He was right where he wanted to be. Squeezing her taut ass he groundagainst her. Mindless with lust for her, his shaft had hardened to the point of pain and al he could think of was how it would feel to slip inside her warm flesh.Would she let him?He wanted to feel her writhing beneath him, to feel her sheath clench around his shaft as he pumped into her, again and again, until she screamed with ecstasy.


  He broke away from her, tightening his hold on what little restraint he had left. They were both breathing hard and when the sweet scent of her desire fil ed his nose he almost lost it again.


  “Spend as long as you like here. It’s yours to explore.” Then he bolted. He had to get himself away from her while he was able to. The strength it took to keep from turning around and taking her, now, against the tree, was astounding. He fled to his room and immediately turned the shower to cold.


  The icy water didn’t help.


  


  


  


  Analia—stunned—stayed leaning against the tree for a moment. It took a long while for normal thoughts to return. Licking her lips, she could stil taste Sebastian. A shiver rol ed through heras she committed his kiss to memory, his masterful, demanding, masculine kiss.


  Her firstrealkiss.


  It was more than she had ever dreamed it could be. He kissed her as though she were a drink of water to a man dying of thirst. Her head lol ed against the tree, as she tried to calm a body that screamed for satisfaction. Over and over her mind returned to his hands on her flesh. Warm, strong, he had felt so good.


  Then he’d left her as though she were a diseased animal, left her with al these unfamiliar desires raking through her.She ached. Never before had she ached like this.


  Though within a few minutes her thoughts were her own once more, it wasn’t until after a few hours of investigating the sanctuary that the urges began to subside. Stil , every now and again she would remember the heat of his lips, his body hard against hers, and she had to start the calming process al over again. How could he affect her so strongly? How could his arms around her feel as good as they had? She shiveredonce more, wishing he’d come back to finish what he’d started.


  The sanctuary was incredible. The smel s, so different, blended into a saturating mixture of crisp vibrancy.


  It must have been a hundred times that Anya walked the path beforesheclaimed a turf of soft green thicket, by the smal stream of water. Settling in she al owed the sound of the water to trickle in her ears. This place was beautiful. Since she’d entered this roomshe felta strong sense of familiarity, like she been in a place like this before. A memory sparked, and she forced herself to dig deeper into her mind.


  As a child, she would visit a smal stream by her home and watch the little creatures that lived in and around it. The memory was fuzzy at first but soon cleared. There were trees around her. Large trees, the size of them were daunting, seeming to reach into the clouds. She remembered holding hands with two others, a little older than her, to see if together they could encircle one of the trunks. They couldn’t.


  Anya couldn’t remember who the other children were. Were they friends? Family? Scarcely,she could hear their laughter as they chased each other around the gigantic tree trunks. Dodging and jumping over gnarled,moss covered roots. Anya smiled. There was a time when she was happy … loved, if her memory could be trusted.


  There was more; an explosion had brought them al to a halt. A sour smel fil ed the air. Someone had grabbed her hand and pul ed, rushing them away.


  The memory became fuzzy as chaos fil ed the last of it.


  Tears fil edAnya’seyes as she covered her mouth in shock.What had happened?She was sure that was her home planet. Were they under attack? And who were those children. She felt connected to them somehow.


  Anya sat alone pondering the memory and finding no answers.


  


  


  The sound of metal grinding jerked Anya awake. An explosion rocked the ship. Pushing through her sleep drugged mind she jumped upfrom the couch.


  Was she dreaming? It could have been part of a nightmare brought on by her recovered memory. In silence Analia waited.


  Another explosion.


  Instantly her mind went to Darius. He must have found her. Her head pounded painful y and her breathing was clipped. Panic was quickly taking over. She needed to think clearly? What could she do? The only way they could escape him was if the warp drive was working. She could fix it but then they would need a large stockpile of energy to feed it, and the only place to find that, at the moment, was in her. Could she reveal herself to Sebastian?To the entire crew? If she did,Darius would know instantly what she was doing. Like a signature, he would read her through the energy of the ship. She would have no more secrets, and even if they escaped Darius, she would be in danger of being exploited once again.


  Pacing back and forth Anyawondered what Sebastian would do with her when he found out about her gift? Would he become like Darius? Using her forhisown gain?


  Another explosion, this one was louder and stronger.


  Anya was out the door before she realized. She would do anything to keep the people on this ship safe. They were in danger because of her. How could she let anything happen to them when they had shown her nothing but kindness?


  Anya raced down the hal s, moving so fast that the control room doors didn’t have time to ful y open before she was squeezing through the crack of an opening.


  The control room was laden with commotion. Sebastian was there,yel ing out orders to the crew. The huge floor-to-ceiling window revealed a foreign ship with sharp cut corners and almost no curves. Her relief was tremendous.


  It wasn’t Darius.


  At Sebastian’s commandMaradaopened fire and berated the other ship with a stream of explosions. The opposing ship sent only one last blast at them before they were crippled byMarada’s sheer firepower. The offending ship hung in space, quiet, like a piece of space garbage. Eventual y, it came back to life only to attempt an escape.


  “Let them go.” Sebastian cal ed. “They’re harmless.” The room erupted in cheers. Until they al noticed her standing there. The cheering abruptly stopped.


  A growl erupted from Sebastian so fierce it caused Anya to jump.


  


  What was wrong?


  Sebastian practical y dove at her. He had his jacket off and around her in seconds flat. “What are you doing?” He grated. “Why are you here dressed like that?”


  Oh.


  In her frenzy she hadn’t realized she was wearing one of the short silk sleeping garments. Her cheeks heated. “I … I was concerned. I heard the explosion and I thought …”


  He pushed her from the room and guided her down the hal way. “You thought what?”


  “That we were under attack.” She edged. She wasn’t going to reveal that she had a specific attacker in mind. “I was frightened.”


  “And you had to go running about the ship with almost nothing on?” Once they entered her room Sebastian’s grip suddenly tightened on her shoulders.


  “Who is it Anya?”


  She shook her head at his question.


  “Who are you afraid of?”


  Anya looked away, unable to meet his gaze.


  “You thought whoever attacked us tonight was coming for you, right? Tel me who it is.”


  “I can’t,” she whispered. “Please don’t ask me.” When her body shook with emotion Sebastian pul ed her into him, wrapping her in his arms. She instantly felt protected, safe, and she buried her head in the crook of his neck while he held her.


  “I won’t let them get you. I promise.”


  “You can’t promise me something like that Sebastian. But I thank you anyway.” He tightened his hold on her but didn’t argue. How could he. She would leave the ship soon and he would be nowhere near to protect her … from anything.


  “Are you okay to be by yourself? Should I stay?”


  “I’l be fine.” She lied. He held her for a moment longer before he released her to leave. After that, Anya curled onto her couch and lay awake for the remainder of the night.


  


  


  


  Chapter 12


  


  Sebastian was fuming when he reentered the control room. The crew took care to avert their eyes, knowing he was a demon on the Edge. Seeing lust in many of their eyes when they had looked upon Anya had instantly driven him there. Nothing had ever pushed him to the Edge so quickly.


  And who could blame them for looking. Sebastian himself wanted to steer her into a darkened room and make waste of the thin material that sheathed her body. By her reaction in the sanctuary she might have let him. Sebastian shook the thought from his head.


  Only when he had Anya in his arms was he able to calm, almost as quickly as he’d become enraged. A mere touch from her had pul ed him away from the Edge.Amazing.


  Anya seemed oblivious to al this.


  Her refusal to tel him who his first target was once the wards came down was irritating. But he was sure he would find out eventual y. Did she refuse to tel him because she was stil frightened of going back?Did she stil think him capable of that?She’d scoffed at his promise to keep her safe, though she was right. How could he keep her safe when he planned to leave her in order to hunt down her pursuer? He would charge Sonya and Calic to watch her in his stead, maybe even Marik. But Anya was right, he wouldn’t be there to keep his promise. And once Sebastian destroyed whoever was after her, it didn’t guarantee her safety. Anyone with eyes would want her.


  A growl reverberated through him,al who stood nearbysubtlyinched away.


  The only way to keep his promise was to keep her with him, and that wasn’t an option. The effect she had on him was dangerous. He already craved her.


  Already he would give her anything she asked for. He had no intention of al owing the attachment to grow any stronger than it already had. It was a good thing she hadn’t wanted him to staywith her this night. If he had a whole night with her, Sebastian feared he would be lost … addicted. And then he might never be able to let her go.


  


  


  Marik watched Anya cruise through the salon like a zombie. Either she’d slept poorly or her mind was on other things. Probably both. Like everyone else, he’d heard the explosions last night and knew if they were in any real danger they would have heard about it over the intercom. But Anya had definitely been frightened by the event. Sebastian was here earlier,and told him what happened. Marik could understand her fear. Long after he’d gained his freedom he’d been just as jumpy.


  Though Anya had been enslaved longer, she was coping a lot better than he had. Marik envied her strength. Two hundred years of torment could have broken him completely but she was like a bright bal of energy,eager for her new life, and ready to forget her old one. Perhaps Anya had an easier time of locking away the bad and forcing it out of her mind. It had taken him a long time to be ableto block out his own memories,he stil struggled with it at times.


  “Anya.”Marik cal ed after her, as she prepared to carry out an order of food.


  “Yeah?” Stopping inmid-doorshe craned her head to lookbackat him.


  “Don’t forget the soup.”


  “Oh. Right”


  She had been like this al day. She wasn’t herself. She was forgetful and less attentive than usual, her features drawnin constantworry.


  The party tonight should cheer her up. Marik quirked his lips and went back to cooking.


  


  


  Before Analia’s shift was over, Marik had sent her away to get ready for the party tonight. Sonya joined her in her room to fuss with her hair and help her pick an outfit. The dress she wore was aV-neck with straps that crossed in the back, which was low and sloping. The color was an off white—which Sonya said set off her skin tone, whatever that meant—andthe hemended just above her knees.


  Before, the pair of shoes she was wearing would have scared the hel out of her, now she slipped them on like an expert.


  Sonya was kind enough to show her some dance moves andevenpracticed with her a little. They laughed themselves to the floor as the moves became sil ier and more exaggerated. Anya was nervous for the date-that-real y-wasn’t-a-date, but Xandar didn’t know that yet. She hadn’t seen him since the day he asked her out.


  A ringing in the room let her know he was here and her nerves became flat out panicked. Sonya let out a smal giggle. “It’s okay. Remember you’re in charge.”


  “I’m in charge.” Anya repeated in a ghostly tone.


  That made Sonya laugh even harder. “Next time say it like you mean it.”


  Anya, sticking out her tongue, moved to open the door. Xandar stood there in a pair of nice pants and a button down shirt. His hair was spiked. He looked


  … like he always did.


  


  “Hey Xandar!” Sonya cal ed from inside the room. “We’re almost ready.”


  Xandar rol ed his gaze slowly over Anya, stopping for a moment at her breasts.Awkwardly,Anya shifted her stance. “Hi.” She said lamely.


  “You look … I mean … good. You lookreal ygood.” He final y met her eyes and smiled.


  “Thanks.” She said,and then raised her voice so Sonya could hear her. “I thought this was a dress up thing.”


  Again Sonya laughed and came up beside her, dressed in a tight red top that laced up the center,and a flowing skirt to match. Her black hair was in waves down her back. “It is. Xandar is just a slob.”


  “Hey.” He said,in a mock hurt voice. “This is as dressed up as you’re ever going to get me.” He winked at Anya. “Dressing up is not what I’m into.”


  Sonya threaded her arm through Analia’s and walked her out of the room. “Down boy.”


  As soon as they came close to the salon, Sonya practical y bounced with glee next to Anya.She must real y like parties.


  Then they entered the salon where Anya had herfourthmajor shock in two days. A huge banner that readHAPPY BIRTDAY ANYAhung on the wal .


  It looked as though everyone on the ship was gathered here,and they were al smiling at her. Clapping and cheers erupted through the room. Anya had a sudden irrational urge to turn and run away.She gaveSonya,whosesmile was radiant, a questioning look.


  “It’s a party for you.” She offered with warmth. “Consider it a belated birthday slash freedom slash just because party.”


  Anya’s throat instantly tightened and she struggled to bite back a brewing sob, while her eyes pricked with what promised to be a river of tears. “This is …


  so wonderful Sonya … I can’t believe you did this.”


  Xandar pul ed her against him with one arm. “It was nothing. You deserve the best.” His touch sobered her, actual y helped her to put a damper on her emotions.


  Pul ing away from Xandar Analia hugged Sonya with al her strength. “Thank you.”


  Xandar interjected, “Hey, the three of us should take this love fest to another room.”


  Sonya punched him in the arm and led Anya deeper into the crowd of people.


  Spotting Marik, Anya leaped into his arms. “You knew about this, didn’t you!”


  “Of course I knew. I made the cake.”


  “Cake?”


  Marik’s eyes lit up. “That’s right. You’ve never had cake.” He pointed to a long table fil ed with a mixture of food and drinks. At one end was a thick rectangular blob. Anya leaned her head on Marik’s shoulder. “Thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me til you try it. Oh, and let me know when you’re about to so I can watch. I have a feeling it wil be similar to the chocolate incident.”


  Anya giggled at him. “Oh, we’re turning that into an incident? That was more like an ambush.” Looking around the room, Anya noticed that there were two people missing from the crowd. “Where are Calic and Sebastian?”


  Marik looked at Sonya for the answer. “They’l be here,” was al she offered. Music began to blare through the room and Anya found herself being pul ed through the crowd again, waving at familiar faces as she went. “Come on Anya, let’s dance.” Sonya began moving her body to the beat of the music, Anya fol owed suit. Though Sonya was obviously more experienced, Anya thought she was keeping up nicely. Suddenly, Xandar was dancing next to her. When more people joined in she relaxed a bit, noticing many of them danced as poorly as she did.


  After a few songs, people left the dance floor and started to gather around the food. Anya remained on the dance floor with Sonya and Xandar,and a smal surroundingcrowd. Dancing was great! It was fun and freeing getting lost in the beat of the music. Xandar seemed to be playing a game where he would mirror her moves, when she tried to match his moves as wel Xandar took that as his cue to wrap his arms around her waist. As much fun as she was having, there was something amiss in his touch. Just when Anya was about to pul away, she spotted Cale and Bastian enter. After spotting her with Xandar, Cale kept a watchful eye on Sebastian as if at any moment he would have to tackle him to the ground. Sebastian had a look of … unmitigated calm. But at closer inspection his fists were clenched and his jaw was tight.


  In one hand Cale wielded a sword—why would he bring a sword?—Anya had a sudden inkling that Bastian might snatch it to take off Xandar’s head.


  For the sake of Xandar’s safety, she broke away from him and continued dancing with a little less enthusiasm. Xandar didn’t take the hint, staying close to her.


  Sonya hadn’t noticed their entrance, until Anya asked her why Cale had brought a sword.Sonya’seyes flashed to the door and she waved them over.


  “Hi guys! Isthatwhat you’ve decided on? Figures.”


  Bastian answered, “What could possibly be a better gift than a sharp and deadly sword.” He said the last part with a sneer in Xandar’s direction.


  Anya only heard the wordgift. It was the sword she practiced with every morning. “What do you mean by gift?”


  “This is for you,” Cale said, handing her the hilt. “To keep.” He added, noting her expression.


  “I can’t take this!” Shaking her head. “Guys, thank you for everything, but this is too much.”


  “It’s not up for debate,” Cale interrupted. “I expect you to bring it to every training session.” Reluctantly she took the sword, then threw one arm around Cale with the other ful of heavy metal. RigidlyCaletapped her shoulder. Then she moved to Sebastian,whosebody stiffenedas she embraced him. Their kiss stil hung between them, heavy and obscure. Anya lingered a little longer than she should have, taking in his masculine scent, before she reluctantly pul ed away.


  Gazing at the sword Anya said, “I don’t think I can carry this thing around al night.”


  Xandar let out a hearty laugh, “That would certainly make things interesting,if you know what I mean.” He didn’t notice the death-looks of three demons.


  Somehow she had become theirs to protect. Her lips curled at the thought.


  Xandar continued, oblivious, “Are you thirsty Anya? I’l get us some drinks.”


  “Uh, sure. Thank you.”


  Sonya took the sword from her and handed it back to Cale. “Find a place for that, Anya can take it with her on the way out.” Cale disappeared with the sword. “I told them to find you something nice. Never send a male.” She sighed. A new song began to play and with renewed excitement Sonya pul ed a random male from the sidelines to dance with her, leaving Anya and Sebastian to themselves.


  They stood in silence for a moment before he spoke. “Are you having a good time?”


  “Yes, thank you. It’s amazing that you guys did this.”


  “Have you eaten?”


  “No, not yet. I’ve just danced so far.”


  “I noticed.” He murmured. “You should try the cake. I hear it’s layered in chocolate.”


  She laughed at that, Bastian raised an eyebrow. “Yes, Marik wants me to warn him before I do,so he can watch me go mindless from the taste, as I’m sure I wil .” That pul ed a smile from Bastian and she relaxed a little.


  “Here you go.” Xandar moved in beside her and handed her a cup fil ed with a red liquid.


  “What is it?”


  “I’m not sure, you’l have to ask Sonya. I think it has some alcohol in it though.”


  Anya took a sip. A fruity tang encompassed her taste buds. “Mmm.”


  Xandar slipped an arm around her waist. A show of possessiveness? Sonya mentioned that males can become possessive when they strongly desire a female. Anya swal owed hard.


  “Do you want to dance some more? Or we could grab some food and take a seat.”


  Bastian’s features had darkened and he was scowling dangerously at Xandar. “I think we should eat now.” She quickly said.


  “Good I’m starving.”Xandargrabbed her hand and pul ed her toward the table of food. Anya turned backfora last glance at Sebastian, but he was gone.


  After gathering a plate of food they sat at one of the empty tables. Xandar refreshed their drinks and they both began to eat. As always, the food was excel ent. Marik was amazing. She sipped her drink and thought what it would be like to cook for herself when she was final y on her own. Inwardly she cringed. She should ask Marik to teach her a few things at the first opportunity.


  “You dance wel for someone who’s never danced.In factit’s hard to believe you’ve never danced before.”


  “Wel it’s true. I haven’t.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Never had the opportunity.”


  “How is that possible?”


  I was locked away by a madman for my entire life. “I was never asked to dance.”


  “So I’m your first? That’s nice to know. Are you ready to dance again?”


  Anya smiled, feeling slightly affected by the alcohol. “Sure why not.” Deciding this would be her last drink of the night, she finished what little was left and they entered the dance floor.


  Sonya was stil dancing, occasional y pul ing in an unsuspecting male to dance with her. Each of her partners would nervously glance around the room, Anya suspected, to locate her brothers.


  Xandar pul ed her against him and started swaying to the music. “I real y like you Anya.” Xandar stared into hereyes the way Sebastian sometimes did, but she didn’t react the same way. There was nothing in his eyes that made her heart skip, her stomach flip, andmake hershiver with anticipation al at the same time. She needed to tel him she wasn’t interested.


  I’m in control.


  “Xandar I …”


  “May I cut in?” A gruff voice spoke from behind her.


  


  Xandar gave a look of annoyance. “Sure, as long as it’s okay with Anya.”


  “It’s okay,” she said trying to keep the excitement out of her voice.


  Xandar stepped back and Sebastian’s hands were suddenly around her waist. Her body reacted to him instantly, warming to his touch, her heart began to pound. The music became measured and steady. As he led her through the dance floor, their movements became synchronized. It didn’t escape her notice that he was taking her farther and farther away from her date. It didn’t matter. Al that mattered was that she was once again in Bastian’s arms, nothing felt better. It made her realize how uncomfortable she’d been with Xandar.


  Together they swayed to the music, him looking down at her, her looking up. With his eyelids drooping he said, “I love it when your eyes go silver.”


  Remembering his kiss her gaze fel to his lips. “Are they?” When he pul ed her closer their dance slowed and everything around them disappeared. His muscular chest rubbed against her. “Bastian,” Her voice was low and throaty. His liquid gold eyes growing heated, she thought he might kiss her right here on the dance floor.


  He broke the spel when he said, “I don’t like seeing you with Xandar.”


  Anya took a moment to catch her breath.“It’s only a date.”


  “You can do better than him.”


  “Can I?” They were stil swaying to the music, bodies pressed against each other. “Who would you consider better?” Sebastian didn’t answer. “What concern is it of yours anyway?” Stil he remained silent. “Xandar is a nice enough guy, and he actual y had the guts to tel me he likes me.” Though she didn’t return the feeling.Why was she defending him anyway?


  Maybe because Sebastian kept her at a distance when it was obvious he wanted her. Why would he kiss her, or dance with her if he didn’t? He seemed to pul her to him and then push her away in the next instant. Even now, she could feel the turmoil inside him.Why? Does the thought of her being a slave repulse him?


  Suddenly a wave of nausea rushed through her and she had to grab her head to keep the room from spinning, which didn’t work anyway.


  “What’s wrong?” Sebastian steadied her.


  “I feel dizzy.” As she said the word, the world flipped upside down and she had to grab onto Sebastian for support. “I need to lie down.”Right here on the floor would be perfect.


  From far away she heard Xandar’s voice. “Anya, are you okay?”


  Sebastian answered for her. “She’s not feeling wel . I’m taking her back to her room.”


  “I can take her,” Xandar protested.


  “No, you stay and enjoy the rest of the party.” Sebastian’s tone left no room for discussion. He led her from the room, al owing her the dignity of walking out on her own before he scooped her up in his arms and carried her the rest of the way. “How much did you drink tonight?”


  “Two?” It was a question not an answer.


  “You don’t know?”


  “Two.” She repeated, more sure this time. “Stop bouncing.” She groaned, closing her eyes,and immediately openingthem whenherdizzinessgrewworse.


  Sebastian was saying something but she didn’t hear him. Every fiber in her was concentrating on not retching al over him. After what seemed like hours she felt a soft cushion beneath her and a blanket came over her. With her hands, she searched for the back of the couch to get her bearings. When she found nothing she cringed.Not the couch. The bed. Anya let out a sound of protest but didn’t dare move.


  Sebastian leaned over her. “Do you need anything?”


  “Couch.”


  “Aren’t you more comfortable in the bed?”


  She was,dammit! And she was too tired to argue further. Drifting she closed her eyes for what she thought was only a second. When she opened them again Sebastian was setting a glass of water on the nightstand. Sweeping the back of his hand along her forehead, then her jaw, the touch eased her nausea slightly.


  Then, without warning or provocation her body exploded with want. Needing to be touched everywhere. But her body had become like a lead weight, sinking into the soft mattress, she was unable to reach for Sebastian as he pul ed away from her. Fuzzily she heard him speak.


  “Sleep wel . I’l return in the morning to check on you.” Then he turned to leave.


  An intense wave of fear swept through her, almost stealing her breath. In a shaky voice she cal ed to him before he was out the door. “Bastian!”


  With one hand on the doorframe he turned to her. “Yes?”


  “Don’t leave.” Her voice was barely a whisper. With obvious concern, he came back into the room. “Please don’t leave me alone.”


  


  


  


  Sebastian saw the fear in her eyes. “What are you frightened of?”


  At first she didn’t answer. “I don’t know. I feel … wrong. I’m just … don’t leave me alone. Please.”


  Fierce primal protectiveness overcame him. He wouldn’t deny her request and he didn’t like that she felt unsafe in her own bed. The desire to join her and wrap his arms around her until she felt at ease almost overwhelmed him. But hewouldkeep his distance.


  Claiming the couch he said. “Very wel ,I’l sleep here for tonight, how’s that?” For a moment he thought she might protest his chosen location, but she relaxed against her pil ow and only watched him for a moment before closing her eyes.Hethought, just before her lids joined, thatthey had fired silver, but assured himself he was mistaken.


  Soon her breathing slowed. She was asleep. If only he could fal asleep so easily. The couch smel ed of her, drowning him in her scent, keeping his body tense with need, and constantly reminding him of the way her warm soft body felt against his. The way she tasted on his lips, the feel of her perfect ass.


  Grinding his jaw he thought, at this rate he would be up al night with a raging hardon, but at leastshewould sleep through the night. It fil ed him with gratifying pleasure that she felt safe with him.


  According to Anya, she’d only had two drinks tonight. It didn’t make sense that two drinks would knock her on her ass so quickly. Especial y since Sonya didn’t put a lot of alcohol in the punch.


  


  


  At some point during the night, whenSebastianwas drifting somewhere between sleep and awake he heard the door to Anya’s room slide open.


  Footsteps came near and Sebastian was awake in an instant, shooting straight up.


  “Oh shit.” Xandar jumped and fumbled with something in his hands, almost dropping it.AfterRecoveringhe asked in a breathless voice, “What are you doing here? You scared the shit out of me.”


  Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing sneaking into Anya’s room in the middle of the night?”


  “I wasn’tsneaking. I was worried about her. She didn’t look too good when she left so I was coming to check on her. Plus she didn’t get any cake so I thought I’d bring her some before it was al gone.” He pointed to the covered container in his hand.


  “She’s asleep now and shouldn’t be disturbed. Leave the cake if you want, I’l tel her you brought it.” Sebastian didn’t like his excuse andreal ydidn’t like that he was able to get into her room so easily while she was unconscious. Suspicion clouded his mind. Xandar set the cake on the coffee table and turned to leave. “Xandar, how many drinks did she have?”


  “I’m not sure. She must have had quite a few though to get sick like that. Tel her I stopped by to check on her.” Then he was gone.


  Sebastian glared after him long after he was gone. There was no way he was going to tel Anya that Xandar came into her room while she was sleeping.


  She was frightened enough as it is, and that wouldn’t help things. In the morning he would reset the lock on her door.


  


  


  Anya awoke to a splitting headache.


  “How are you feeling?”


  The light in the room was brighter than Anya remembered. She squinted up at Sebastian, “Like I fel on my head some time during the night. What happened?”


  “You might have had too much to drink last night.”


  That didn’t sound right. She tried to remember the party. There was the one drink before dinner and one during. “I’m sure I only had two drinks. The last thing I remember is dancing with you.” She felt her cheeks grow warm. “What happened after that?”


  “Not much. You got dizzy so I brought you back here and put you to bed.”


  Bed?No,he didn’t!She looked around her, then regretted the quick movement. “You put me in the bed instead of the couch?” Her hackles began to rise and despite the pain in her head she was ready to yel at him.


  “Yes.Itook the couch.”


  That was like a splash of cold water to the face. “You slept … here? Why?”


  “Because, you asked me to.”


  Why would she do such a thing?


  Reading her expression he answered her unspoken questions. “You were afraid. That’s al . And see, you slept the night through, in the bed, and you’re stil alive. Amazing isn’t it.”


  Through grinding teeth, “That’s probably why I was afraid in the first place.” Sebastian just smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. She tilted her head at him.


  “What is it?”


  “Nothing. You can stay here al day and recover. No training, no serving in the gal ey, or at the pub. Are you hungry?”


  


  “A little.” She sensed there was something else he wasn’t tel ing her. His energy was tight.


  “I’l bring your meals to you,so you don’t have to leave.” He pointed to the bedside table where a large glass of water and plate of pastries rested. Anya downed the water in a matter of minutes and relaxed back on the bed, leaving the pastries for later—when her stomach and head were finished with their acrobatics.


  Sebastian departed, promising to return with lunch.It didn’t take long afterAnya closed her eyesfor her to drift back to sleep, not even realizing that she hadn’t bothered to move herself to the couch like she’d planned.


  The door to her room slid open and she was instantly awake. The noise was, for some reason, disturbing. She bolted up in bed and had to grab her head between both hands.


  “It’s just me.” Sebastian carried a tray of food toward her and then pointedly eyed the forgotten pastries. “I brought lunch. Did I wake you?”


  Lunchtime already?Her stomach growled as she nodded at him. “But it’s okay. Obviously my stomach is happy to be awake.” The food smel ed delicious and she dug in without another word. As she chewed she closed hereyes, enjoying every flavor. It was already making here feel better. When she was done she noticed Sebastian watching her.


  “I enjoy watching you eat.” He said. “It’s like you savor the last bite as much as the first.” Sebastian seemed a little different today, softer. He was smiling and relaxed. His usual mask was nowhere to be found. She smiled back at him and set the finished tray aside.


  “I can’t help it. Al the new flavors are too good to ignore. I want to commit them al to memory so I never forget them. So the next time I taste something similar it wil always remind me.”


  “Remind you of what?”


  “My time here with al of you. No matter what happens to me I’l always remember how happy I was, am, on this ship.” She settled back down and cuddled into the pil ow.


  Sebastian’s smile had faded slightly. “I hope wherever you end up you’l be happier than you are here.”


  That made her smile. “That’s a nice thought.”However hard to believe.


  Sebastian walked to the door. “Do you need anything else?”


  “No. Thank you.”


  When hewas gone Anya felt his absence like a heavy weight. She liked it when he was near and was starting to think of him constantly when hewasn’t.


  In chunks,her memory of the night before was returning. Soon after Sebastian had carried her from the party she hadbegunto feel—besides dizzy—an almost maddening desire to be touched. But she couldn’t get the words out,or even get control over her body. If she had the usual control over her body, Sebastian would have had to fight her off of him.


  She remembered asking him to stay with her. He’d given little, almost no protest at al . Only, she didn’t mean for him to sleep on the couch. She had almost outright invited him into her bed. Luckily she had the sense—or was it the degenerating vocal skil s—not to push the issue. She must have passed out at that point.


  She should be thanking the gods for that.


  Should be.


  


  


  


  Chapter 13


  


  By the evening, Anya started to feel better and was getting restless. She felt wel enough to put in some hours at the pub. After a long shower, that washed away the last of the effects of the alcohol she dressed in a white blouse, fabric light and airy, and a patterned skirt that fel just above the knees. Her blond curls were left to flow free.


  Anya thought of Sebastian, knowing he’d bring dinner and find her room empty. She was certain he’d show up at the pub, if only to complain about her working instead of resting. But Anya didn’t feel right about taking a whole day off, and she was embarrassed that she hadn’t been able to last until the end of the party. Her own party at that. Disappointed in herself, she hadn’t even had a taste of Marik’s cake.


  Exiting the room she was immediately pushed back in by a pair of strong hands. At first she thought it was Sebastian butthe energywas wrong. “Xandar?”


  “Anya, I’m sorry our date got interrupted. You truly are a lightweight.” He continued to guide her further into the room as he spoke.


  “Uh … That’s okay, Xandar I … What are you doing?” The backs of her legs hit the edge of the bed.His energywas darkandmuddy, it reminded her of…


  Darius.


  It felt like Darius was in the room with her.


  “I thought you would want a proper ending to our date.” She watched in despair as the door closed behind him. Then he was on her. Pushing her into the bed,covering her with his body,whileholding her arms on either side of her. His mouth latched onto hers.


  Turning her head Anyacried out. “Xandar! Stop!” He didn’t. He released one hand only to fist the material of her blouse and pul . She heard a rip and her mind went wild, fol owed closely by her body. Struggling like a crazed animal Xandarhad to restrainher arms once again as she continued to squirm.


  “You’l like it, I promise. Though you would have liked it better last night.” His lips pushed into hers again and she bit him as hard as she could.


  “Ow! Bitch!” A heavy hand came fast across her face,and for a moment she saw only splotches of color. His strike put him off balance and left her right arm free. Without thought, she drove her palm into his nose, causing his head to bow backward, giving her time to pul her body out from under him.


  Before he could regain himself, and lunge for her, she smashed the heel of her foot into the part of him that would render him nothing but a puddle on the ground—good thing she was wearing a pair of spiked heels. The sound that poured from him was one of pure anguish.


  Cale’s words rang through her head.“Never hesitate. When your opponent is down either kil him or run.” She knew she couldn’t kil him so she ran out the door in a flash. Anya glanced behind her to make sure he wasn’t giving chase, and ran into a solid wal of muscle. The impact threw her backward and she landed hard on her ass. Quickly pul ing herself up Anya fixed her position to defend herself again.


  Sebastian was staring at her, brows drawn together. “Where’s the fire?”


  Xandar stumbled from the room and Anya changed her posture preparing again to fight him off.


  His nose and lip were gushing blood. “Fuck!” He growled,while holding himself between the legs, and pinning her with a stare that promised suffering.


  She’d seen that look many times before.


  Sebastian’s head moved between the two of them. Then his eyes dropped to her cheek—which made her notice the sting there, she was probably bleeding—and then to her torn blouse. Only now did Xandar notice Sebastian, painful y he tried to straighten himself.


  Anya felt the change instantly. One minute there was Sebastian, and then, poof, something else entirely stood in his place. Only a second had passed for her to notice the energy shift, a thickening pulse that seemed to push at her.


  So fast, faster than even Calicmoved, Sebastian had Xandar around the neck and slammed him against the wal with so much force that the metal let off a vibrating ring. Xandar’s feet were dangling and his face was quickly blanching from the sudden lack of oxygen. Sebastian’s horns shifted to crimson,lookinghot to the touch, and his fangs seemed to grow, doubling in size before her eyes. The sound that came out of him shot a stream of pure terror through her heart. She wouldn’t cal it a roar, it was far more than that, with terrible promises of gruesome and agonizing pain buried through the layers of it. What she saw before her was no longer a man but a primal beast in his place. She couldn’t help but back away from the sight, trembling worse now than when Xandar had attacked her.


  When Sebastian finished with Xandar,what would he do to her?


  Her frightened movement caught his attention and he ripped his infuriated gaze from Xandar’s struggles to focus on her, stil holding him in place. His stare made her blood run cold. Xandar’s flailing slowed, becoming weaker and weaker attempts at escape.


  Something in her eyes must have snapped Sebastian out of his rage because his features softened and he loosened his grip on Xandar, al owing him to suck in a straggled breath. But just as quickly, the beast was back in ful control, focusing on Xandar again, who was straining for breath once more.


  Torn—heart racing—Anya could either watch Sebastian kil Xandar or she could risk herself to intervene. The death of Xandar wouldn’t bother her, he deserved no less, but she couldn’t bear to be any part of it. She’d seen too many deaths already.


  “Sebastian,” She breathed. “Don’t kil him. Okay?” Sebastian only tightened his grip and bared his fangs at Xandar. Terrified, she moved to touch him,but before she could he looked at her hand as though he would bite it off. Hesitantly her hand clamped over his muscular arm. “Let him down.”


  At first she didn’t think he could even comprehend her words, his face twisted into a mix of emotions. As though he wanted to do what she asked, but he also wanted to squeeze until he popped Xandar’s head from his body.


  


  “Please.” Her hand was stil perched on his arm, tremulously holding his gaze with hers. The sound of another breath being sucked in gave her mixed emotions, to say the least, but she persisted. Final y, she felt him switch. The beast, or whatever it was, was retreating somewheredeep within Sebastian.


  Witha firm grip on Xandar,he pointed to her room andina harshgratingvoice asked “Is anyone else in there?”


  “N … No.”


  “Get in there and don’t leave until I return. Don’t open the door for anyone.” He didn’t wait for her to obey, dragging Xandar by the neck, kicking and screaming down the hal .


  She entered her room with a new kind of fear soaking through her.


  Fear of Sebastian.


  


  


  Sebastian dug his claws into his palms, needing to regain control. Cale wasn’t near to act as a release for the violent rage seething inside him. Beating the living shit out of Xandar, before dropping him in the cel ,had helped a little, although it would have felt better tohavekil him.Why had Anya asked him not to?The man had bloodied her. Tried to force himself on her.How far did he get?Sebastian’s roar reverberated, bouncing off the metal of the cel wal s.


  Peering down at Xandar’s broken body Sebastian slammedshutthethick metal door. This is where he wil stay until his fate is decided. The bastard wil wish he’d died this day.


  Rushing back, Sebastian needed to get to Anya. To make sure she was okay. He’d seen the fear in her eyes.Fear of … him?Her touch had been abashed. Who knows how he might have looked to her. She’d been terrified of him, Sebastian could smel her fear, but stil she braved it to bring him back from the Edge. He needed her now, could feel himself slipping back. Soon his control would be gone once more, fury’s grip was tightening.


  Anya.


  Eyes wild, he raced through the hal s to where she’d be.


  He’d reworked the lock on her door so that it would only openwith a code from the outside. Xandar must have been waiting outside the door. Then realization hit him, almost forcing him back to Xandar’s cel to truly make him suffer. Xandar must have slipped something in Anya’s drink, planning to take advantage of her last night. Slamming his fist into the wal , Sebastian could feel his fangs elongating once again. He was losing it. The only thing that could calm him now is Anya.


  Stomping through the hal s he came to her door, entering in a rush. At the sight of her he felt instant relief. She was standing in the middle of the room with her arms wrapped protectively around her torso. She had changed her ruined shirt, replacing it with a black top with white fril , the sleeves blossomed out at her wrists, and the col ar showcased the sculpted delicacy of her neck. If she meant to look less appealing, then she failed. Her features were drawn tight, watching him warily. When he moved toward her she backed away.


  “Don’t be frightened.” He eased toward her again, and again she moved back, almost against the wal . He didn’t want her to feel cornered. With his hands up he assured her, “Okay. I won’t come any closer. I just need to know that you’re okay. He didn’t hurt you did he?”


  Reaching up to touch her cheek she dabbed at the smal track of blood that lingered there. “I’vehad worse.” She said, as if that were meant to reassure him, it only made his hackles rise. Her gaze dropped to his tightening fists and she gasped. “You’re hurt!”


  Sebastian hadn’t realized until now that his knuckles were cut from the beating he’d given Xandar—and possibly from using the ship as a punching bag.


  Forgetting her fear Anya reached for his hand,examining the cuts with concern.


  Before she could protest he pul ed her into him, wrapping both arms around her. “I’ve had worse.” Breathing in her scent he felt the last of his rage dissipate.She is safe.


  “Did you kil him?” Her tone was hol ow.


  He pul ed back to look at her. “No.” He said, unable to tel if she was relieved or distressed by that. Her bruised cheek was starting to swel . “Come,” he commanded. Pul ing her into the bathroom he lifted her onto the counter. She made no objections, but he could stil sense she was frightened. She wouldn’t meet his eyes. After retrieving a washcloth,Sebastiandampened it with cool water and began dabbing at the blood on her cheek.


  


  


  Silently Anya watched Sebastian from the corner of her eye as he went to work cleaning away the blood. He was focused and intent on his task, but couldn’t seem to stop touching her in little ways. Softly touching her hair, her shoulder, her hip. Was he checking her for further injuries? It seemed more intimate than that. It was almost as if he didn’t even realize he was doing it. His gentleness with her was astonishing. While he was focused on wiping the blood from her cut, Anya al owed herself to study him closer. He seemed calm now, though his energy was stil erratic.


  When he had first returned stil resembling the monster, it had terrified her. He’d stil been enraged, much more so it seemed, and she expected violence from him. His energy was screaming for it. Notfor the first time,she’d thought he might hurt her. But when he saw her he’d visibly relaxed, instantly morphing back intoherBastian. With a gentleness contradictory to the man standing before her, Sebastian cleaned her wound. By his soft pats and concerned looks, she knew he would never hurt her. She felt sil y for ever thinking otherwise. He’d shown her nothing but kindness from the beginning.


  “You’re not frightened of me anymore?” He asked without averting his gaze from the cut on her cheek.


  He was almost completely back to normal now. Horns returning to their original dark black and his fangs had receded. Thinking back to his other form, she couldn’t muster the terror it had inspired in the first place. “No.” She said simply.


  


  “So easily?”


  “You make it hard to fear you Sebastian, when you treat me the way you do.”


  “And how’s that then?”


  “Like you would never hurt me, no matter how angry you are, or how much you might want to.”


  His golden eyes locked with hers, with such intensity it stole her breath. “I would never want to hurt you.” Cupping her face he rubbed his thumb along her unmarked cheek. “I could never hurt you. If anything ever happened to you, I fear I wil be trapped on the Edge forever.” Leaning in, he lightly kissed her bruise. “I think of you constantly.” He kissed her forehead. “Always.” Then with the lightest touch he kissed her lips.


  With words so sweet, Anyacouldn’t help but lean intohim. This wasn’t the demanding kiss from before. This was soft, smooth, tender. This time he al owed her to explore him at her leisure. His lips were soft and warm, molded to hers, and she caressed his lips with hers.


  Her second real kiss ever was turning out to be the most erotic experience of her life. Sebastian was watching her with his liquid gold eyes, fil ed with restrained lust, as he let her place soft kisses on him. When she darted out her tongue he dropped his hands to her hips, his body wedging between her legs. The second time she darted her tongue to lick his sweet lips he opened, his tongue meeting hers. From deep within him she heard the rumblings of a satisfied groan. The mere sound stroked her own lust and she instinctively dug her nails into his shoulders. When she felt liquid pool between her legs Bastian’s grip tightened in her hips.


  “Let me taste you.” He grated.


  She couldn’t think past the kiss. “W … What?”


  “I’l go mad if I don’t. I can scent your desire.”


  Her cheeks flared with heat. “I …”


  He silenced her with a rough kiss, fueling her desire. Then he was on his knees kissing and licking her inner thighs. She sucked in a breath. “What are you


  …” She trailed off when he hitched up her skirt and his hot mouth came over her. The only thing separating them was her thin underwear.


  Then, as if he knew what she wanted before she did, he moved asidethe fabricand licked slowly along her tender folds.


  “Ah gods!” Throwing her head back she melted.


  He licked again, up and down her sex. “You taste so good.” Bastian’s voice was deep and rough. Pushing her legs widerAnyashook with pleasure as he traced his tongue back and forth. Each time making her heart beat faster, her breath stuck in her throat. Soon she was panting. He groaned heavily against her, the vibration reverberating through her core and her hips began to rock into his caress. Crying out she arched her back as pleasure raked through her. Sebastian pul ed away with a mischievous look “Do you like this then?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you want more? Until I make you come?” When she only nodded he slowly licked, sending a thril through her, yet stopping once again. She let out a frustrated sound, his eyes turned teasing. “Tel me you want to come.”


  She did, badly, and she wanted Sebastian to be the one to give her such pleasure. “Please Bastian! Please make me … come!”For once!Her voice was anguished with the need he’d built inside her. Her body was throbbing, her nipples had gone painful y hard.


  Bastian latched onto her once again, stroking her with his masterful tongue. Pul ing her to the edge of the counter and forcing her legs wider, he relentlessly swept his tongue through her tender flesh. When he found the spot that made her moan he stayed there. Over and over he raked that spot, licking and sucking her into his mouth. Mindless to the bliss Anya’s breath was coming in fast, she cried out as the wave of intense pleasure hit her.


  “You’re so beautiful.” He said, watching her writhe before him. His lids had gone heavy.


  She glanced down at his heated gaze. Her cheeks burning, “Please don’t stop.”


  With a chuckle he returned his velvet tongue to her sex. Once again, he brought her to the edge of climax and she screamed from the force of it. Arching her back Sebastian rode her through the ecstasy, drinking her down. Wave after wave of intense pleasure assaulted her. When it was over her body slumped, lethargic. Sebastian was stil petting her, kissing her thighs.


  When he stood,he said in a rough teasing tone, “You’re my new favorite flavor.”


  Embarrassment struck her, quickly she straightened her clothes and hopped off the counter, not knowing what to say or do. She’d never experiencethatbefore.


  As if he read her mind he asked, “Had anyone ever done that for you?”


  “No.” She darted past him into the room, not sure where she was going.


  “Good.” He fol owed her. “I don’t like the thought of any other man touching you.”


  She stopped to look at him but didn’t say anything in response. Then she noticed the bulge in his pants. Nervously she looked away.


  “I did not hurt you, did I?”


  “Of course not!”In fact, that was the greatest thing she’d ever experienced.


  “Then what is upsetting you?”


  


  With purpose she pointedly look back at his crotch, and then at him.


  He seemed to understand because he said. “I wil not lie to you. Right now more than anything I want to be inside you.”


  


  


  “But I wil not push you,”Sebastianhurried when he saw her abashed expression.Gently, Sebastianpinched her chin and forced her to look at him. “I won’t do anything more until you ask me.” Gods, her taste was stil on his tongue,and his shaft was so hard it pained him. “And when you do, I wil take my time with you. I want to taste every inch of your body, touch you everywhere. I want to hear your screams of pleasure while your legs are wrapped around me.”


  Eyes wide her jaw dropped. He drew her in for a kiss and once again she melted for his touch. He thought she would always melt for him like this.


  When he pul ed away she said, “I thought you wouldn’t unless I asked?”


  “Kisses don’t count,” He smirked. “If I had to give up kissing you now, I’d go mad.” A dark thought worried him. “Unless … do you not want me to kiss you?”


  To his relief she smiled, “I would have you kiss me whenever you desire.” With that his mouth was on hers once more, inthe most zealous kiss he’d everexperienced.


  Against her mouth he asked in a playful tone, “What else am I al owed without permission?” She giggled and the sound fil ed him with pride. Her fear of him was dissolved, and sweetly she clung to him as if she didn’t want to let him go. He didn’t want her to. Then he heard the unmistakable sound of her stomach growling. “You’re hungry.”


  Clutching her stomach, “I guess I am.”


  “I wil bring you something to eat.”


  “No, I want to get out of my room. I’l go myself.”


  “I’l go with you then, but I would like to take you to sickbay first,” at her look he added, “Just to heal the rest of your cut. Then we’l eat.”


  She gave him a sheepish look. “I know the way myself, if you’re too busy …”


  “I’m not busy at al .”In facthe hadn’t been able to concentrate on anything but Anya since last night. Cale had to take command of the ship.


  On the way to the sickbay Anya kept looking at him as though deciphering a motive or a flaw in him. As for flaws, he would be sure not to show her any if he could. As for motives, it must be obvious. He wanted her, badly. As hard as he tried to keep her at a distance, to keep his emotions in check, he wanted her stil . Taking her with his tongue had been one of the worst decisions—and greatest mind altering, erotic experiences—of his life. He had a taste of her now and he wanted more.


  The doctor had done a simple healing, her cut was now only a pale scar. Soon that would be gone too. There would be no physical evidence of her attack, but Sebastian wondered how this would affect her mind. Had it even ful y sunk in? Then he worried how his own action might affect her so soon after the attack, he’d been unable to restrain himself.


  Sebastian stayed close, he seemed to need her near. Being too far away from her made him uneasy. When she excused herself to the bathroom and closed the door Sebastian nearly grated the wal s with his claws. The doctor was not oblivious to the change in his demeanor, but said nothing.


  Then, like a kick to theleft temple, realization hit him.He suddenly saw himself as though looking through another pair of eyes.


  In his culture it was fabled that every male was destined for a single female. One person among thousands—mil ions—that you are fated for.Manymated couplesswore by it, but Sebastian had always been skeptical.


  Could it betrue?


  For a moment, dizziness surrounded him. He’d never given it much thought before. He’d been young and carefree when Cale had found his mate—and then that tragic end. The thought of Anya betraying him in such a way made Sebastian hol ow with despair. How could he let himself get close to her? How could he give himself to Anya knowing the sharpness of Calic’s pain?


  Then hespotted her,walking toward him,mesmerizing pale-blue eyesdrew him in. Thesubtlesway of her hips accentuated her lush curves. Long blond hair framed her gorgeous features, lazily trailing down hershoulders. Al but a single thought left him.


  Mine.


  He felt it through his soul.


  


  


  Together theyentered the salon,whereSebastian led her to an empty table, seating her before claiming the space across from her. Anya felt warmed by his protective gaze. Even when he wasn’t looking at her, he was watchful.


  Marik stalked over. “Not you too?” he asked. At their confused looks he continued. “With Anya working here, everyone has grown used to being served at their tables. Now when you’re gone they al expect me to come out here and take their orders.” He held up his hands when she opened her mouth to apologize. “Don’t say anything, it’s not your fault. I just can’t wait for you to come back to work. How are you feeling?”


  


  Nodding she replied. “Better.”


  “Wel , wel , wel .” Calic’s voice cal ed from behind. Offering Anya a scolding glance he said, “You missed training. An enemy won’t care if you’re feeling like shit.”


  She gave a bitter laugh. “Yes, I know.”


  Cale cocked his head.


  Sebastian gestured for silence. “Anya I must tel them what happened. Do you mind?”


  Studying the table she nodded her approval. They would find out eventual y. Why did she feel so guilty? As if it washerfault that Xandar had attacked her.


  Of course she knew it wasn’t her doing, but she couldn’t shake the feeling. Sebastian began speaking toCale and Marikin another language. Anya realized it was to keep othersfrom hearing,she was grateful for that.


  As Sebastian spoke, she watched theirfaces grow dark and periodical y cursein the same language Sebastian was speaking. In turn they al began speaking very fast, their tones demanding,whileglancing at her as if searching for evidence of harm.


  When Sebastian pushed back his shoulders and spoke in a prideful tone Cale turned to her with a grin. “That’s my girl. You beat his ass,yeah?”


  Wide eyed she recal ed her escape. With al that had happened, she hadn’t thought of it until now. Amazingly she had fought Xandar off, and was on her way to safety—to Sebastian to be exact—when she had run straight into him. With a dumfounded grin, she replied. “I did. I didn’t even have to think about it, my body just reacted.” She recal ed how great it felt to make him bleed.


  Cale let out a triumphant hol er. “I think everyone wil agree that I deserve a metal for superb training.” Marik shoved him playful y and Cale continued. “I need to go rub this in Sonya’s face.”


  After Cale left Marik turned serious and asked, “What are we going to do with Xandar?”


  Sebastian looked at Anya before answering. “He’s locked up for now. We’l figure the rest out later.”


  Marik nodded,bloodlustevidentin his eyes. They al wanted him dead. Because of her, another person would die.But didn’t this one deserve it?Either way she didn’t like the idea.Anyanoticed Bastian’s eyes were on her, taking in her expressions. Marik brought them an order of something he cal edcomfort food. It looked like a simple noodle dish but tasted sublime.


  After only a few bites into the meal, Sebastian set down his fork and intertwined his hands. “Why do you want him alive?”


  Anya slumped her shoulders. She didn’t want to explain, at least not here in the busy salon. “I just don’t like the idea.”


  “Why? You of al people should want that more than anything.”


  True enough. She supposed she had every right to demand his head. A part of her wanted to,and she knew Sebastian would not hesitate. “First tel me something. What was that thing you turned into?”


  He looked at her as though he didn’t want to stray from his own questioning. “It’s a demon trait. We cal it the Edge. It happens when we are driven to a boiling point of anger. A chemical, similar to adrenaline,but one hundred times more potent, is produced and distributed through our bodies, increasing our strength and senses. The drawback is that we tend to lose al reason, becoming more like a wild beast.”


  “It happened so fast.”


  “It’s not always that fast working. When one of our …” Sebastian paused, his lips quirked in a sexy grin. “When someone we care about is in danger it can happen quicker than usual. There are a lot of factors involved. Just like when you get angry, many different things can push a demon to the Edge.”


  Anya was silent for a moment.“Is that what you meant when you said you feared you would get stuck on the Edge?


  “Yes.”


  “Can that real y happen?”


  “It has been known to happen when a demons … mate, is kil ed in front of him.”


  She studied him for a long while. “Mate?”


  “It’s my turn to ask a question. I want to know why you asked me not to kil him?”


  Theyboth knew who thehimwas. She sighed. “You already know more of my past than I would like.” When his gaze didn’t waver she knew he wouldn’t let it go. “In the beginning I was not compliant. I fought,hard. When it became clear that I would not submit through way of torture, D … the person who owned me began looking elsewhere for a way to control me. It didn’t take him long. He began to torture others in front of me. He told me they suffered because of me, that I was the cause of their pain. When he started the kil ings I gave in. I can’t bear the thought of someone dying because of me.”


  Sebastiangrewcold. Once again, his face was unreadable. His energy however—


  “Tel me his name.”


  “No.”


  “Why!” The room went quiet at his outburst.


  Anya’s eyes darted around the salon before she whispered. “Because I know what you would do.”


  


  Through a clenched jaw he replied, “You can’t possibly think I would take you back there.”


  “At first that is what I thought,but not now. Now I know you would seek him out to kil him.”


  “And what is the problem with that?”


  “Bastian, he’s ruthless. He’s a madman, a madman with a lot of firepower. I don’t … I can’t bear the thought of you getting hurt because of me, especial y athishand.”


  


  


  Anya’s lip quivered, her beautiful blue eyes glistening with unshed tears. Thismadmanwas a dead man. He’d hurt her in so many ways and Sebastian suspected he was only scratching the surface. “So this is why you pander for Xandar’s life? He committed a crime against you. He is not some innocent who needs to be saved.”


  “Believe me when I say I’m more than conflicted about it.”


  Sebastian would accept that for now. Xandar had a stay of execution. Besides, there were other ways to punish one such as he.


  Suddenly, Sonya rushed through the doors. “Anya!” She scooped her up for a painful looking embrace. “I’m so sorry.” To Sebastian she growled. “Where is he? I’l kil him!”


  So much for being discreet. “He’s lock up for now, we wil decide what to do with him once we finish the contract.”


  She glared at him. “How are you not more angered by this?”


  “Oh, you should have seen him before.” Anya scooped in another bite of food.


  “Is that so?” Sonya smiled at him devilishly, “I’l bet Bastian never lets another male anywhere near you again.”


  As right as Sonya was, Sebastian stil gave her a look of irritation. She only playful y swatted him on the shoulder before taking a seat.


  “You didn’t close the pub just to come see me did you?” Anya asked.


  “Hel no! I made Cale stay and watch the counter. He sure is proud of you though, isn’t he?”


  Anya beamed.


  “Though I don’t think his ego wil ever be the same.”


  In a barely audible voice Sebastian said to Sonya, “I want you to go search Xandar’s room. I do not believe two drinks alone made Anya so sick.” He switched to demonish before continuing. “Xandar came into her room last night while she was unconscious. If I hadn’t been there …” He trailed off and looked at Anya for the calmness only she could provide. He had to keep reminding himself that she was unharmed.


  In demonish Sonya replied, “I’m assuming because you’re tel ing me this in our language that Anya doesn’t know about this.”


  “Correct. I don’t want her to know.”


  “You think he tainted her drink?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’l tear the bastard’s room apart if I have to.” She paused thoughtful y. “Why wereyouthere?”


  In defense he said, “I stayed on the couch, Anya asked me to. She said she was frightened.”


  “Hmm, perhaps she has a gift for sensing danger.”


  “That might be so … I went to the Edge right in front of her. It was the fastest transition I’ve ever experienced. Must have only taken a second, but it seemed like she sensed it happening before I did.”


  “Interesting,wel I’m sure you wil figure her out one day brother. I’m off to destroy, I mean search Xandar’s belongings.” Sonya hugged Anya once more before she left.


  “What is that language you speak?” Anya asked, finishing the last of her dinner.


  “It’s cal ed demonish. It is the language of our people.”


  “It’s beautiful, even if you are using it to hide something from me.”


  Marik approached then, saving Sebastian from forming a response. He set a plate in front of Anya. On top was a heaping slice of her cake. “I saved the last piece for you.” He said. “I don’t think you had a chance to try some.”


  With a look of pure affection, Anya looked up at him. “Thank you.” For a moment she studied the strange new thing in front of her. Sebastian knew it must look odd, to someone who’d never tasted it before. The color was so deep it was almost black, with a layer of chocolate frosting sliced through the middle and another on top.


  Stabbing through one corner Anya placed a bite in her mouth. Her features were rapturous as she met the flavor. “Bastian you must try this.” Placing another bite on her fork she held it out to him.” Then, realizing what she was doing,her cheeks heated and she began to pul the fork away.


  Sebastian quickly stayed her hand, lightly gripping her wrist. Her eyes jerked to his and he held her gaze as he brought the fork to his lips and took the bite, al the while making slow circles on her wrist with his thumb. In a sensual voice, “It’s not the best thing I’ve tasted.” Her eyes fired silver,causing his shaft to jerk in response.


  “Uh,” Marik’s voice broke the moment and Anya looked away from him, cheekswarmingto a lovely shade of pink. “Sebastian can I have a word?” Marik motioned for thegal ey.


  Assuring Anya that he would be right backSebastianfol owed Marik. As soon as the door closed, Marik whirled on him. “What are you doing?”


  “I was enjoying cake.”


  You know what I mean. I thought you were trying to stay away from her. That looked like just the opposite to me.”


  “Maybe I’ve changed my mind.”


  “Are you prepared to keep her? Do you know what would happen if she fel for you and then had to leave? You don’t know what kind of damage you would cause her. How badly you might hurt her.”


  Sebastian’s stomach clenched. Already he felt like it was too late to let her go. His want was soul deep. Could she truly be …? He decided to tel Marik the truth. “I don’t think Icanlet her go.” Sebastian leaned his body against the wal as Marik’slips parted. That was probably the last thing Marik ever expected him to say. The only thing that could shock him more was if that statement had come from Cale. “Do you remember our discussions about the validity matehood?”


  The two of them would debate for hours on that subject. Marik had always believed it was possible, and now Sebastian did too.


  “Wel ,I no longer believe it’s a myth.” Sebastian glanced at Anya through the serving window.


  “You don’t mean … tel me this is a joke.”


  “No joke,Marik.”


  Marik didn’t seem to know how to respond. “What are you going to do? I’m assumingshe’l be staying on the shipthen.”


  Sebastian let out a hard breath. “I have to destroy whoever might be hunting for her first.”


  “Of course you do, if she truly is your mate.”


  “I wil have to hide her somewhere safe while I’m gone. Then I wil return for her.” Marik nodded in ful agreement with his plan. “I would ask you to stay with her and protect her while I do this.”


  Marik squared his shoulders. “Of course, where would this hiding place be?”


  “I don’t know yet. Once we finish the mission I’l want to head out right away. Right after I get her to tel me who it is”


  Marik nodded. “I never thought I’d see the day. Doessheknow?”


  “No. But I think she feels it too.” Just then Sebastian spied her through the window. She was laughing with three males that were now surrounding the table, engaged in conversation. Sebastian growled low in his throat as pure possessiveness surged through him.


  Marik chucked. “It must be true. I’ve never seen youlike this with a femalein my life. Thought it wasn’t possible.”


  “Just keep this to yourself for now, okay?”Sebastianwasout of thegal eybefore Marik could answer, making his way to Anya. Themaleswere of strong build. Sizing them up Sebastian was confident he could take al three in a fight.They’re merely talking, he reminded himself. Pushing past the men he claimed his place at the table and then greeted them as their captain. “Is there something I can do for you gentlemen?”


  “No sir, some of us are gathering at the pool tomorrow and we were just inviting Anya to join us.”


  “And?” He looked at Anya.


  “I said I would consider it.”


  Relief swept over him that she hadn’t said yes. The idea of her in a bathing suit, her body on display for any male to see made him crazed. Though if it were just him and her …”


  When the three politely left Sebastian studied Anya, her cake was gone. It looked as though she had licked the plate clean. Then he noticed she looked a little sad. “What is it? Would you like to go tomorrow?”


  She shrugged. “I might but … I don’t know how to swim.”


  Of course she didn’t, when would she have had the opportunity to learn? “I could teach you, if you’re not too tired.”


  “I’m not too tired.” Her face lit up.


  Sebastian mental y scolded himself. He would teach her to swim tonight, just the two of them, giving him al the pleasure of seeing her body clad in only thin fabric, wet and clinging. But then she would go tomorrow where anyone could look upon her. The former he wanted, he abhorred the latter.


  


  


  


  Sebastian waited in the warm pool like an adolescent on a first date while Anya changed into her suit in the other room. He was already hard as a rock at the thought,but when he saw her he nearly came in his swim shorts.


  It was a two-piece bikini, white, a bow tied around her neck and one around her back. The material cupped her breast, creating a V that joined at the apex over her heart. The bottoms rode low on her waist and displayed her flat stomach and deliciously perfect ass. His mate is gorgeous.


  Anya approached the edge of the pool and gazed down at the water. “Do I just get in?”


  “Yes.” He moved forward to help her.


  “Is it deep?”


  “Not this part. It gets deeper over there.” He pointed. “We’l stay over here for now. You can hold on to me until you feel comfortable.” Sebastian inwardly grinned.


  Anya crouched down and slowly eased herself into the water. “It’s warm.” She said, clinging to the side. “Okay, now what?”


  “Now let go of the edge and come to me.” He backed up a little to chal enge her. ThoughAnyacould touch the bottom,where the water came to his upper chest,shewas up to her neck.


  She eased toward him slowly feeling for the floor of the pool. “I don’t understand the point of this.”


  “You’re not swimming yet.”


  When she reached him she instantly clung to his shoulders. Unable to help himself he wrapped his arm around her waist and pul ed her against him. She inhaled a shaky breath and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her body felt slick against his. In a breathy voice she said. “So show me some swimming then.”


  “I’l need to put you down.” He loved that her hold tightened,and she looked as though she didn’t like the idea. To his disappointment she nodded.


  Slowly, exaggerated, he eased her down his body, relishing every soft curve and crevice. Reluctantly he let her go.


  “It’s simple,when you get the hang of it. You just kick your arms and legs to stay afloat and maneuver through the water.” With that, he swam to the deep end of the pool and back. “If you would like to try, I’l take you in a little deeper.”


  She bit her bottom lip, glancing at the other end of the pool. “You’l stay with me though, right?”


  “I’l be less than a foot away. I won’t let you go under.”


  “Okay then.”


  With a little too much eagerness Sebastian pul ed her back against his chest.Where she belonged. He thought he might have scared her with his movements,but she only yelped in surprise and then let out the cutest giggle he’d ever heard.


  She was so relaxed with him, hecouldn’tunderstandhow she could be, after what she’d been through with Xandar,and thenwitnessing hischange, but he adored her for it.


  Moving a little further into the deep end the water was now to Sebastian’s neck so Anya most definitely could not touch the bottom. Her hold on him had become like a vice. “I’m going to let go, when I do kick your legs back and forth in smooth fluid motions, not too fast. Do the same with your arms. You’re just going to stay in one spot for now and try to float.”


  “Okay.” Her voiceshook.


  “I’m right here so nothing wil go wrong.”


  She nodded.


  “Ready?”


  Another nod.


  Linked, hands to forearms,Sebastian slowly held her away from his body and she began kickingher legs. When he let go completely, her movementsgrewpanicked and she began to sink. Immediately he grabbed for her.Like a vice, Anyaclung to him with both arms and legs wrappedtightlyaround him. He would havereveled in her position if fear didn’t reside behind her eyes.


  “You’re okay. Here …” He walked to the edge of the poolandlifted herout of the waterto sit on the side.Liquid beads cascaded down every part of her and he was awash in the sight of her once again. Stifling a needy groan he backed away. “Watch me.” He swam tothe deepestpart of the pool and hovered.“Can you see the way I’m moving my arms and legs?”


  Anya stood to get a better view, also giving Sebastian a better viewof her body. His movements faltered and he sunk slightly. Righting himselfSebastiancontinued to tread the water for her observation.


  After a moment she said, “Can I try again?”


  “Whenever you’re ready.” Hestarted to move toward heras she slipped back into the water,but he decided to keep his distance. “Let’s try somethingelsefirst.”


  


  Clutching the edge, Anya awaited his instruction.


  “I want you to push off the edge and propel yourself toward me.” At her aghast look he added, “The momentum should be enough to get you this far without even having to use your legs. It wil make you more comfortable.” He was only a few feet from where she was.


  She pondered his request for only a moment and then pushed herself toward him. Sebastian latched onto her quickly.


  “Good.” He brought her back to the edge and moved a little further out. “Try it again, this time kick off with your feet.”


  They practiced this for a while,until Anya was able to reach him in the middle of the pool without a panic.


  She was smiling, thoroughly enjoying herself now. “This is fun. I understand now why you do this.”


  “Are you ready forsomething a little more fun?” She eyed him warily. Moving Anya to his back, hesaid, “Hold on to my neck, tight.” When she did he continued, “I’m going to dive under and you’re coming with me.”


  “Um …”


  “Just hold your breath,and hold on tight.” At that she crushed his windpipe. “Not that tight.” He added, and she eased up on her grip. “Tap me if you’re running out of breath and I’l comerightto the surface. Kick your legs with me to get used to the sensation.” After a silent pause he asked, “Do you trust me?”


  “Yes.”She said, without hesitation.


  “Take a breath and hold it.” When she did he dove.


  He could feel her legs kicking with his. Under the water he propel ed them to the farthest end of the pool, not swimming too fast, al owing her to get used to being under. She hadn’t tapped him by the time he reached the end and rose to the top. When they surfaced they both inhaled a breath, Sebastian maneuvered her to his front against the wal of the pool.


  There was no fear in her, there was only excitement. “That was amazing, it was like flying.”


  “You’reamazing.” Sebastian brought his lips within an inch of hers. Water droplets clung there, and al he wanted to do was lick them off.


  Anya’s breath became erratic.


  “Do you stil trust me?”


  Slowly she nodded.


  He moved his lips, barely touching hers but the touch was electrifying. “How about now?” His voice had gone low and husky. Stil she nodded,causing her lips to rub against his.


  Sebastian pushed his body into hers, loving the feel of her in his arms, so soft and warm andhis. A surge of possessiveness rushed through him. He trailed his lips along her jaw, down to the soft curve of her neck. He could feel his fangs elongating, the urge to bite, to mark her as his was almost overwhelming. Opening his mouth he rested his teeth there, she gasped with … excitement? Fear?


  He pul ed away, appal ed at what he was about to do, what he stil wanted to do. Then her eyes widened as she caught sight of his fangs.


  


  


  


  Chapter 14


  


  Anya should have been horrified. Should have screamed and fought to get away from Sebastian. He looked animalistic, intense. His fangs had grown just as they had when he’d been about to take off Xandar’s head. She should have been cowering at the sight, but she wasn’t. As it was, she was wildly aroused. More aroused than she knew was possible. It was obvious Bastian had been about to bite her. Maybe he would have even drawn blood. She shivered. Why did the idea appeal to her?It was almost like she wascraving it.


  As if she weighed nothing,Sebastianlifted her out of the pool and seated her on the ledge. “It is getting late. Get dressed and I wil walk youbackto your room.” Sebastian was backing away from her again. Closing himself off.Awal had been put up between them.


  From the pool Bastian watched her with intensity as she stood and walked across the hard floor to the dressing room, like a predator ready to pounce.


  Only this predator was tryingnotto pounce.


  Did she want him to?


  Inside the dressing room she steadied herself by placing a hand on the wal .


  She did want him to.


  She wanted him to pounce her up and down this wal . “My gods, what is the matter with me?” She whispered. Bastian made her want things she had never wanted before.


  The dressing room was smal , afewprivate enclosures, a plush chair, and a countertop with a mirror above. After she dressed she checked her reflection, pleased to see she was gaining some of her weight back, though she stil looked half starved. Her golden hair was stil damp and fel in waves down her back and shoulders. Then she studied her womanly parts, wondering how Bastian saw her. Her mind wandered back to his intimate kisses. She shivered and her body grew hot with need once more. Would he always affect her like this?


  “Anya?”


  She jumped at his voice coming from outside. Before, Bastian had mentioned that he could scent her desire. “Coming!” she cal ed. She was stil flush with desire and wondered if he knew it. When she left the dressing room her fears were confirmed. His body was rigid, eyes on her in a steady unwavering gaze, gleaming with dark thoughts.


  He too had changed out of his swimming shorts. Donning a slightly damp black shirt that displayed arms sculpted like a work of art, arms that had been tenderly wrapped around her only moments ago were now rigid and crossed over his chest. He wore a thick silver chain around his neck that he’d been wearing in the pool.In fact, she hadn’t seen him without it.


  When Anya reached him she stopped just two feet away and looked up at his beautiful y chiseled face. She expected him to embrace her—by his energy she could tel he wanted to—but he turned without a word and led her out of the room.


  The walk was once again silent. She could only wonder what was going on with him. He was hot one minute and cold the next. Was this a normal male trait,or exclusive to demons? She would be sure to ask Sonya about it.


  Anya entered her room expecting Bastian to fol ow her inside but he didn’t. He stood silently in the hal way, a mix of emotions stormed across his features before he checked himself.


  “Good night Anya.” He said in a steady low voice, a control ed voice.


  “You’re not staying?”Did she real y just ask him that?The words had poured out of her like liquid from a fal en glass. There was no recanting them.


  “It’s best if I don’t.”


  Anya gave a curt nod and the door slid closed. Turning to her empty room she suddenly felt as though it were too dark, too quiet, and too empty. Before long she had every light turned on, il uminating every tenebrous corner. Sweeping through the room Anya searched in a frenzy for any light she might have missed.


  Once she was satisfied she’d found them al , she resolved herself to wash up. After her showershe sat on the couch, thoughts of her earlier attack sweeping over her.


  Since the attack, this was the first time she’d been left alone and she was feeling more than antsy. Sporadical y a whisper of unease would surge,fol owed by a flood of panic and Anya would occupy her mind by searching for more lights to turn on.


  Only when she yawned repeatedly, eyes growing heavy, body slumping in fatigue did she al ow herself to settle in for the night. Decidedly she created her nest of blankets and pil ows in the corner—she would never be comfortable in the bed, and the couch wasn’t appealing either—Anya curled up under the mass of blankets with her back against two wal s and every light in the room on, she closed her eyes.


  


  


  Sebastian welcomed the blissful mindlessness as he released into his own hand, wishing it was Anya’s soft body that eased him instead. The warm spray of the shower washed over his neck and back.


  He had been so close to claiming her as his mate, so close to marking her as his forever—trapping them both in an unbreakable bond.


  


  How would she have felt about it?


  He knew how she would feel, going from the slave of one man to the possession of another, for that’s what she would be. She would belong only to him and him to her.


  Would she hate him for it?


  Of course she would. Just when she had gained freedom for herself, Sebastian was al too ready to take it away. She would yel and scream and flee from him as if he were her new jailer.


  And Sebastian would be forced to keep her any way that he could.


  When a demon took a mate it was a lifelong bond. No woman, no matter how beautiful could tempt that demon to stray. He would want only his mate for the rest of his life. Seek only her touch.


  With Anya’s soft body against his, her warmth, her scent, he had been so close to driving his fangs into her, and drawing greedily.


  Would she have accepted him? Melted in his arms as a true mate would?


  Why was he even considering this? It’s a moot point. Thankful y Sebastian had regained his senses before he did anything irreversible.


  


  Stepping out of the shower the water instantly ceased flowing. He dressed in a pair of loose pants and relaxed into his large empty bed. The look she gave him when he had left her nagged at him. It was almost as if she was hurt by him leaving, when in reality she would be grateful if she knew the danger she was in. Stil , her eyes had been stark.


  No doubt at this moment she would be curled up on the couch. The attack probably caused al her fears to return. Was she afraid now without him there?


  Before his mind realized what his body was doing, he was already halfway to her room.


  Just as he suspected she had rejected the bed, but in lieu of the couch she was once more on the floor. Sebastian frowned. The room was more brightly lit than if it harbored its own sun. At his entrance she’d shot straight up, but instantly relaxed when she saw it was him, then merely shrugged at his questioning look. She carried no hint of drowsiness, was in no way close to fal ing asleep, and probably wouldn’t as long as she stayed like that, in her defensive position on the floor.


  Cursing, Sebastian fought the urge to scoop her up and take her to the bed himself. “If I stay here tonight,on the couch,” He amended. “Wil you try to sleep in the bed?”


  Biting her bottom lip—which made Sebastian instantly hard as steel—she nodded. But instead of making her way to the bed she remained where she was, studying him. He was shirtless with only a pair loose fitting pants to cover his lower half. The material was doing nothing to hide his bulge. Her slow gaze traveled his chest and arms then moving even lower. Sebastian did nothing to bar her from looking. She could look al she wanted. If she asked him to strip right now, he gladly would. When her gaze dipped to his bulge she licked her lips.


  Stifling a groan, “Anya you’re kil ing me.”


  Her eyes snapped to his face. “How am I doing that?”


  “Just get into bed before I put you there myself.” His tone had sounded huskier than he meant it to. To his surprise she looked as though she were considering the latter and amusement lit her features. His cock became impossibly hard.


  As if mental y shaking herself, she stood and carted her hefty load of blankets and pil ows to the bed. She was wearing a silky long,light bluesleeping gown, the image lingered long after she was under the covers. He realized Anya seemed to favor the silks when sleeping, oppose to the thicker, warmer materials. He imagined her in some of the more racy stuff he could buy for her. Nowheneeded to mental y shake himself.


  Sebastian moved through the apartment,switching off more lights than he knew existed in this room. When the room was final y dark he became painful y aware of her scent again. Settling into the couch he prepared for another long night of unsatisfied need.


  “Sebastian?” She cal ed through the dark.


  “Yeah?”


  “Why did you come to space?”


  He thought it was an odd time for this conversation, and suspected she was stil a bit uneasy. “There was a devastating war. We were barely able to escape, Sonya, Cale, and I, before our planet was destroyed completely.”


  Anya was quiet for a long moment. Sebastian thought maybe she had fal en asleep. “I thinkmyplanet was attacked. I think I was sent away during the battle.” She snorted with bitterness. “They meant for me to be safe.”


  Sebastiangroundhis teeth. Whoever hadplannedher safe escape would die along with whoever else had hurt her.


  There was another moment of silence before, “What if my home planet has been destroyed too? I think I may have had a family. Sisters maybe.”


  “We’l find out everything we can about your … people. As wel as where you come from.”


  “There you go making promises again. I think I’l let you though. I like the way they sound.”


  She stil thought Sebastian planned to leave her. She had no idea he was contemplating keeping her forever.


  


  “Did you fight in your war?”


  Sebastian stiffened. He hadn’t spoken about this to anyone but Sonya, Cale, and Marik. Even then,they hadn’t brought it up in years. “I never got a chance to.” Her silence urged him on. “I, that is, we were betrayed at the start of the battle, by some of our own. Cale and I, even Sonya had been eager to jump into battle and defend our planet. However, Cale’s mate and our mother drugged us, betrayed us to the invaders. They were promised safety for their loyalty. We didn’t know it at the time but many of our kind had been lured to do the same. The war had real y begun years before any blood had been shed.” Anya had remained quiet through his speech. “Anya? Are you asleep?”


  “No.” Her voice was a little shaky.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Your own family betrayed you?”


  “Yes.”


  More silence. “What if … what if my family …”


  “No.” He cut her off. “Never think that.” He hated that she jumped to that conclusion and hated how her voice shook with emotion. Although she could be right, someone in her family could have betrayed her, same as him.


  “Did you … did you kil them, the ones who betrayed you?”


  “No. At the time al I was thinking was how to escape, but I won’t lie, sometimes I wish I had. I’ve … we have al had a hard time trusting people since then.


  Especial y Cale.”


  “Is that why you’re at such odds with me?”


  Sebastian couldn’t help but chuckle. “So you’ve noticed.” His natural night vision was adjusting and he could see her clearly now. She had the slightest smile.


  “Kind of hard not to.”


  Sebastian didn’t answer her question. Instead he asked one of his own. “Do you have a gift Anya?” Like a bul et she sat straight up, jaw dropped, eyes widened in shock. “What?”


  Touchy subject?


  Sebastian pushed himself to his elbows to get a better look at her. “You seem to read people very wel . Is that some kind of gift?”


  She let out a harsh breath before easing herself back onto the pil ow. “I … um … yeah,I guess.”


  Her reaction was intriguing. He was now sure that there was more to it than he’d guessed. “What kinds of things can you read from people?”


  Obviously she was weighing her answer, perhaps being a little too careful about her response. “I can sometimes tel when someone’s mood changes.


  Like from happy to sad, or angry.”


  “You sensed when I changed then?”


  “Yes.”


  “What was that like?”


  “Daunting. It was like you had changed into something else entirely. You were happy one moment and pure rage the next. I’ve never felt anything like it.”


  “I’m sorry you were frightened. It’s hard to control.”


  “It’s okay. You made it up to me later.” She was smiling again. The image she invoked had him wanting her once more. Her taste was exquisite, addictive.


  There would definitely be no sleep for him tonight. His shaft was relentless. At this rate, when she fel asleep, he would be sneaking into the bathroom to relieve himself for the second time tonight.


  


  


  In the dark, faces began to appear.


  Blurred faces.


  Unreadable expressions.


  The sound of chains scraped against cold hard floors. The faces laughed, moving to surround Analia. She was suddenly being held down by massive heavy chains, tightening around her wrists, legs, and throat. She tried to scream but the chain was too tight, cutting off her air.


  As the faces hovered over her they merged into one and began to clear, though she knew what she would see beforehand. Xandar’s evil grin loomed over her. His hands grabbing at her, making her skin crawl. Then he morphed his face molding into something else. She tried to look away but even as she closed her eyes she could see.


  Darius!


  


  


  Anya woke to her own screams, body thrashing. Someone was shaking her. At first she thought to fight but then Bastian’s scent flooded through her and she instantly relaxed, able to come to her senses. With a harsh sob she threw her arms around him, seeking the comfort only he was able to provide. His strong protective arms didn’t hesitate. He wrapped them around herand held on tight.


  “Just a dream,” he cooed. “It’s okay.”


  She sobbed harder because itwasn’tjust a dream. “Bastian, please.”


  “What beautiful?”


  “Please make me forget.”


  He squeezed her tighter seemingly at a loss. “You have no idea how badly I wish I could.”


  She knew he couldn’t. The memories were there until she could overcome them. But Sebastiancouldease her in other ways. In ways she was only now beginning to realize how badly she wanted. His touch alone dimmed her memories. His kiss made her feel desired, beautiful, and more cherished than she could even describe. She felt protected in his arms. “Please Bastian. Please touch me, kiss me.” She almost said love me.


  “Anya I …”Shaking his head he held on to her.


  She could tel by his energy that he was going to deny her. Thinking quickly she reached past the elastic of his pants and grabbed hold of his thick shaft.


  He was immense and hard in her hand.


  Sebastian shuddered. “Anya!” He threw his head back, thrusting into her hand. She was growing wet at the idea of him thrusting into her like that. Unable to stop herself she licked along his chest, savoring his manly flavor. With a carnal sound, he pul ed her lips to his,and scorched her with his kiss. This was not like any kiss before, this was a branding, primal, and aggressive kiss. Gripping the back of her neck he held her in place as his mouth glided over hers. A hungry sound escaped him as he demanded entry, she wil ingly gave in, opening for him. Hot and wet his tongue found hers.


  As he tasted her she hazily realized she was stil gripping his shaft, gliding her hand up and down. When she rubbed her thumb over the wet tip Bastian seemed to lose himself completely, a low groan left him. To Anya, the sound was a triumph, as wel as an aphrodisiac. Her body throbbed with need, skin growing hot and sensitive.


  Though she real y had no idea what she was doing, instinct seemed to be leading her. When she rubbed her hard nipples on his chest she was rewarded with a cal us hand gripping her ass. She thril ed at the touch, longing for more.


  When she let out a soft needy moan he seemed to go wild. Tossing her to her back he covered her with his massive body, pushing himself between her legs. In the back of her mind she registered the silk being torn from her body. She hardly cared because he continued to kiss her masterful y, hard yet tender, while his hands roamed her body.


  She made an aggravated sound when he removed his mouth from hers. She was about to argue when she caught the look in his eye. A wicked look burning with promises of things to come, it stole her breath. When he took one hard nipple in his mouth she gasped, arching into his touch she cried out from the pleasure.


  While he continued flicking and teasing her nipple with his tongue his hand trailed down her stomach—she quivered—below her panties and through the soft curls until he met with her core. She gasped once more, mindless with overload of sensation.


  “Is this where you need me?” His voice sounded so rough, on the verge of losing control.


  “Yes!”


  She began undulating her hips to his rocking finger. His lips returned to her breast as his fingers made slow maddening movements along her sex. The pressure began to build, she cried out as the sensation of it overwhelmed her, making her breaths short and fast and her heart pound against the wal of her chest. When he delved one finger inside her she squeaked out a moan and opened wider for him.


  “Gods yes Bastian!”


  A second finger entered her increasing her pleasure. When he suddenly pul ed away from her, she had no words for her devastation. Just as she was about to protest she felt his tongue trailing down her body, his hands gripping her hips. She shuddered in anticipation.


  When his hot tongue met her liquid core she couldn’t stop the scream of pleasure that was forced from somewhere deep inside her. She writhed, thrashing her head on the pil ow. Another scream tore out of her as she climaxed. The waves of pleasure seemed never-ending, al the while he continued his relentless licking and sucking.


  When she final y went limp he rose above her, easing himself between her legsonce more. Eyes wide,her heart began to hammer.


  What had she started?


  


  


  Sebastian couldn’t believe his current situation. He marveled athis Anya’sbeauty, taking in every inch of her spread before him. Her breasts were plump hard and wet from his attention, rising and fal ing with her heavy breathing.


  His shaft was screaming for her body. He needed to be inside her, badly. Vaguely he noted her sudden apprehension as he climbed over her. As bad as he needed her tight core clutching his shaft, he needed to know she was absolutely ready for him.


  


  “I’m going to ease myself into you. Do you want me to?” Hesitantly, her eyes debating, she nodded but her reluctance showed. Her body had gone stiff.


  “Tel me to stop Anya, and I’l stop.” He waited.


  “I want you Bastian, I’m just afraid … the pain.”


  He felt between her legs. She had gone dry. If he took her now shewouldfeel pain. Sebastian dipped his head to lave her nipple, when she let out a soft moan he fingered her sex, rubbing her up and down as she grew wetter. “I wil ease myself into you slowly. I’l be gentle. If you want me to stop at any moment al you need to do is say so, and I wil stop. I promise.” Her hips began to rock into him,and her body became relaxed. When he had her mindless with need onceagainhe guided his shaftto her entrance.


  She gasped at the first feel of him. He had to struggle against his need to thrust deep and hard, she needed slow right now. Her eyes had closed tight.


  “Anya, look at me.” She did. “I won’t hurt you. He eased in a little further, rubbing his thumb over her clitoris. “I only want to make you feel good.” With maddening slowness, he fil ed her inch by inch. “Gods Anya, you feel so good, so tight.” As if she agreed, Anya moaned again and shifted her hips to take more of him. “Are you ready for more?”


  “Yes.”


  Shoving further into her she took him to the hilt.


  “Oh gods!” She cried, gripping his shoulder.


  “Did I hurt you?”


  “No. It feels good.”


  In a slow rhythm he eased in and out of her,trying to keep himself from bucking too hard. In and out, he basked in the exquisite feel of her soft flesh around his shaft. He dipped his head to take one of her soft plump nipples into his mouth. Her sounds were encouraging and soon she was writhing beneath him.


  Her nails digging into his back while she cradled him between her legs.


  Before long, Sebastian was driving into her, encouraged by her eager cries of pleasure. Her legs widened for him and her back arched pressing her breasts against him. She was the most beautiful creature he’d ever beheld. Again he felt his fangs emerge and the urge to bite her, claim her, was almosttoo difficult to resist.


  Anya looked up at him, glancing at his fangs, and then met his eyes. She didn’t look afraid. She looked wonton. Lifting herself up Anya pul ed him to her and licked his lips.He hissed out a breath, hips buckingwildly.


  “Anya!” he grated,both fighting his urge and losing himself to her warm sheath.


  Bowing her back she cried out. Her sex convulsed around his shaft, milking him. He soon fol owed her with the most mind-blowing orgasm he’d ever experienced. On and on it went for both of them, until they were both drained and fatigued from the onslaught of pleasure.


  Sebastian slumped on top of her, holding himself up by his elbows so not to crush her. While they struggled to catch their breath Anya’s legs were stil wrapped around him, her hands rubbing his arms, his chest, his back, as if she couldn’t get enough of touching him. He rol ed to lie beside her, pul ing her against him she nuzzled her face into the crook of his neck. He couldn’t get enough of her either.


  “That was amazing. I never thought it could be like that. Thank you.”


  He couldn’t help but tease her. “Anytime, just let me know the next time you’re in need and I’l drop everythingtocome running.”


  Anya’s soft giggle was the last thing he heard before drifting into sleep.


  


  


  Anya woke to a heavy need. Wetness pooled between her legs as Sebastian’s thick finger played there. Her nipples were hard and her body was making itself ready for him.


  She peeked open an eye. Gazing down at her with his head propped up on one elbow, Bastian’s grin was wicked. “Good morning.” His voice had already gone husky and she knewhemust be erect. “I’m at your service.”


  She couldn’t help but laugh. And what he was doing to her right now was nothing short of amazing. Never had she thought sex could be so wonderful.


  Vaguely she suspected it could only be so with Sebastian.


  Closing her eyes,she reveled in his touch, he continued to pet her until he had her panting, chest heaving, body aching. When she neared the apex of her climax he raked his tongue against her nipple forcing an explosion of ecstasy. Riding her through it he dipped a finger inside, heightening her pleasure.


  “You’re so beautiful. And your taste, you’ve got me addicted.” Through her haze she watched as he moved between her legs and began tonguing her there. Stil high from her fist orgasm she cried out when the second began to build. A hard masculine groan vibrated through her core and she shook with unmitigated pleasure. Fisting the sheets with her head thrashed back and forth from the ferocity of her climax. Involuntarily her back arched, nails digging into whatever they could find. Stil he raked his tongue over her sensitive flesh.


  When her body went limp Bastian kissed his way up her body, stopping to pay close attention to each breast. “Do you want me inside you?”


  It took her a moment to comprehend what he meant. He was asking permission before he took her. She loved that about him, but what he didn’t know was that she was helpless to refuse him. He could do anything he wanted, whenever he wanted.


  Anya looked down at his thick shaft, the size was daunting. Though last night she had felt the size of him, she hadn’t seen it through the darkness. But the pleasure she remembered taking from him flooded her with renewed desire, as if he hadn’t just given her two incredible orgasms.


  Nodding up at him she said, “Yes.”


  With a relieved groan Sebastian shoved himself inside her. Not hard, but not as gentle as the night before, her mind flooded with bliss and she could only wish he did it again. He didn’t disappoint. Sebastian had made sure she was slick and ready for him, easily he slid in and out of her. Oh, he felt so good.


  Cupping her bottom as he thrust into her Sebastian watched her with nearly molten eyes. His movements quickened and taking her mouth with his Bastian swal owed her cries of satisfaction. She wanted him harder, deeper. Without words he obliged, and her third orgasm of the day outshone them al . She could feel her core squeezing and pulsing around his shaft, as the rest of her body writhed under him.


  Soon after,Bastian fol owed her with his own orgasm, his teeth once again came over her neck. For some reason her heart raced with anticipation. But he only held them gently against the tender flesh of her neck while he lost himself to his pleasure. After a moment he rol ed to his side, pul ing her against him, back against his chest. He nuzzled her hair and held tight as though he never wanted to let go.


  But he would let go, she reminded herself. She was stil leaving the ship after the mission’s completion. Not only because everyone was stil in danger from Darius, but because—though he looked at her like no man has before—Bastian couldn’t possibly want to keep her. She’s been a slave. She knew how completely unworthy she was of a man as honorable as he.She would leave, even though feeling his warmth against her body felt more like home than anything she’d ever known. She would miss this greatly.


  Just then she felt him kiss the back of her neck, then her shoulder and just like that she forgot her woes. Smiling she turned in his arms to kiss himback.


  He nipped lazily at her bottom lip.


  Nuzzling into the crook of his neck the cold metal of his necklace pressed against her cheek. When she plucked at it curiously with her fingers Anya felt his energy suddenly change from the lazy relaxed heat of a lover to something as hard and cold as the chain around his neck.


  “We should get ready for the day. I’m due in the control room soon,and Cale wil be very put out if you don’t show for his training this morning.”


  “Sure, of course.”


  He moved away from her and began to gather his clothing. “I’l shower in my own room.” After quickly dressing, not bothering to put on his shoes, he moved to the door.


  “Bastian?”


  Keeping his back to her he turned his head to the side. “Yeah?” His tone wasn’t harsh or short, but there was something hal ow in it. Anya took a moment to probe his energy. Confusion and apprehension rol ed off him in thick waves.


  Was he displeased with her? Did he regret being with her?


  “Never mind.”


  Sebastian nodded before turning to disappear into the hal way.


  


  


  Anya’s mind was in turmoil al morning. She couldn’t fathom what might have caused the change in Sebastian. She must have replayed the morning’s events a thousand times in her mind.


  Cale had offered an effective distraction during training. With uncharacteristic eagerness he had her recount her struggle with Xandar, making overjoyed sounds of approval and showing more liveliness than she’d ever seen from him. His joy at her show of progress lifted some of her despair, for a little while anyway.


  After that they tussled a bit, but she supposed he was taking it easy on her because at the end she didn’t have the usual sore muscles and scattered bruises.


  In the gal ey it seemed she only had time to think. Had she done something wrong? Did he not find pleasure with her? She thought he had, but she was not versed in the ways of lovemaking. Perhaps she had disappointed him so ful y to the point of disgust. What if he final y realized he’d been touching a slave? Shame and disgrace flooded her.Of course that was it.


  “Anya!” Marik cal ed. “The cart is ready.”


  Anya swal owed a hard lump in her throat. The cart was fil ed with the usual tasty treats that the crew in the control room would devour. Regrettably she would have to face Sebastian’s abhorrent stares, until she could once again remove herself from his presence.


  As she pushed the cart through the hal s, coming closer and closer to the control room the feeling inside her grew to the point of panic. If he were to look at her with disdain she thought she might lose it. It would be nothing more than what she deserved. How could she think that a man like him might want more from her?


  Outside the door she stood. Five minutes, ten. She couldn’t seem to catch her breath. Tel ing herself that the crew inside was growing hungry she convinced her feet to move forward.


  The doors swooshed open. Her heart raced as she tried not to glance at Sebastian, but she peeked out of the corner of her eye. He wasn’t looking at her either.


  Someone yel ed. “Ah, the food is here!”


  


  Stil he didn’t look at her. His avoidance was almost worse than if he were to sneer at her. She had to get out of there. She couldn’t be around him for another moment. Her eyes were growing hot from unshed tears barely contained.


  In a mock steady voice she said, “I’l retrieve the cart at a later time.” Then she forced herself, chin up, to leave as casual y as possible. When she was out the door she picked up her pace, holding back her tears as best she could.


  “Anya!” Sebastian’s voice cal ed from behind her.


  Cringing,she didn’t slow her retreat. It didn’t take him long to catch her though, with his long strides he easily kept pace with her. “Anya?”


  “My name is not Anya! It’s Analia!” She could no longer stand him cal ing her by the endearing nickname. Not when he found nothing endearing about her.


  His steps faltered for a moment but he recovered quickly. She could sense he was looking at her now, whatever was displayed in his features she didn’t know, she refused to look.


  “Analia.” He corrected in a softer tone. His tone alone threatened to break down al the wal s she was currently trying to hold up.


  “It’s not necessary for you to tel me how appal ed you are by what we … by what happened between us. We can agree now to never speak of it again. I wil tel no one.”


  “Wil you stop for a moment?”


  “No, I must get back to work. Marik needs me.”Unlike you, she silently added.


  Sebastian grabbed hold of her elbow, pul ing her to a halt. When he turned her to face him she furiously studied the floor. “I’ve hurt you badly haven’t I?”


  He paused, for what? A reaction? She wouldn’t give him the pleasure.


  “I’m sorry. It was unintentional. I should not have left you as I did.”


  That got her to look at him. He looked as pained as she felt. “Please don’t bother yourself with guilt. It’s natural for you to regret our coupling. Forgive me for pushing you, I know I am unworthy …”


  “Shit. I’ve done more damage than I thought. This is why I tried to stay away from you. I knew I would only hurt you. You are not unworthy. I am.”


  Stunned into silence Anya could only gape at him.


  “Please Anya, Analia, know that you are the most beautiful … stunning … amazing creature I’ve ever beheld. You are more than worthy. You are soft, and perfect, and you drive me wild with the mere hint of a smile in my direction. You’re smart, and kind, and carry the strength of a goddess.”


  “Stop it. I am none of those things.”


  “You are al of those things and more. I should be begging you for forgiveness, not the other way around.”


  Crossing her arms she raised an eyebrow and said the only thing she could think of. “Go on then.”


  His lips quirked. Slowly he went to his knees. “Please wil you forgive me?”


  Feigning bravado she lifted her shoulder in a half shrug, surprised by his actions.


  Sebastian’s hands moved up her thighs, she was barely able to stifle a shiver as he let her feel the strength of his hands on her hips before moving higher.


  Those warm strong hands met flesh when he lifted the material of her blouse, placing a soft kiss on her stomach.


  “Please forgive me.”


  Her breath had already left her. He found the smal of her back, pressing her against him as he kissed his way up her body. He kissed between her breasts, her shoulder, the soft curve of her jaw.


  “Forgive me.” His breath caressed her skin, this time she couldn’t stifle her shiver. Then he smoothed his lips over hers in a soft sensual kiss that made her mind go blank and her body grow hot and sensitive.


  Against his lips she rasped, “You are so forgiven.” She could feel his smile against her lips before he kissed her deep and demanding.


  “Wil youcome back into the control room.?”


  When she nodded he grabbed her hand and led her back down the hal way and straight to his station. To her complete shock he sat and pul ed her into his lap. Gasping, she could feel his erection hard against her. Cheeks heating she glanced around the room expecting to see shocked faces. There were a few here and there, but most seemed unaffected, as if it were a perfectly natural thing for her to be sitting on Sebastian’s lap.


  As she was studying everyone else, Sebastian was studying her, gaugingherreaction as she was gauging everyone else’s, as though he didn’t care what his crew might be thinking. Realization hit her as she locked eyes with him. Sebastian was proving to her that he wasn’t ashamed of her. That he truly didn’t think her unworthy. In that moment the happiness that washed over her was overpowering, radiating from her every cel , becoming a living breathing thing.


  Sebastian sucked in a breath. Clutching her hips he looked at her in awe. “Did you feel that? Did that come from you?”


  Shit, she did it again, let her guard down where her powers were concerned. Only she didn’t know she could project her own energy like that. Looking a little sheepish she replied, “I guess it did.”


  Reading herexpressionhe asked “Have you ever done that before?”


  


  “No, never.”


  His smile was wicked. “It was for me?”


  Blushing deeper she nodded. His eyes flashed with desire, she instantly grew wet at the sight. Resisting the urge to rol her hip she whispered in his ear.


  “Bastian, you must get control over yourself.” For if he didn’t, she would also lose control. Already she was debating straddling him.


  In a low husky voice Sebastian whispered, “If that’s my reward for simply holding you to my lap, I wonder what I’l get the next time I ride you al night.”


  Her body shuddered. Of their own accord her hips undulated against his hard shaft, begging.


  Groaning softly he stil ed her movement. “If you don’t stop that you’l make me explode in my pants. Then what wil my crew think of me?”


  The crew!


  Warily she glanced around the room. Luckily no one seemed to notice the heated exchange between them.


  


  


  Sebastian watched as Anya backed the cart out of the control room. Reluctantly he had al owed her to crawl off his lap, when what he real y wanted to do was whisk her up to his room and ask for more forgiveness by taking her up against the wal .


  This morning in her bed he was drunk on her taste, her warm sensual body. He was content to stay there al day and make sure they were both so thoroughly satiated that neither of them could muster the strength to get out of bed. She had been so open and sweet, meeting his every erotic fantasy.


  Then she had touched his necklace,bringingforth every hurtful memory of his family’s betrayal, reminding him of the reasons that he kept that necklace in the first place—so he would always remember to keep himself protected. How many times had he been on the verge of claiming her? Too many. If he claimed her and she betrayed him, it would destroy him.


  That’s why he’d left her in such a hurry. His head was muddled with al the horrific possibilities. Cale’s words had run rampant through his mind.She could be a spy for al you know. Sebastian had panicked at the thought and ran out of there as though at any moment she would reveal a dark plot to steal his heart and crush it in her bare hands.


  Sebastian realized he’d never run out of a woman’s bed so fast before. Her voice had quivered and stil he’d left her. Hehad to. Outside her room he’d vowed that he would begin distancing himself from her. He would make it clear that whatever was between them would go no further. He swore he would begin to treat her as every other crew member, and definitely not like his mate.


  His plans were swiftly defeated.


  The moment she’d entered the room he’d been resolved in his plan, kept his gaze straight to the stars, even when he sensed hers on him. But then he’dfelther emotion. He couldn’t explain it at the time, but he instinctively knew it came from her.


  Utter devastation.


  Hefelt it so stronglyit nearly choked the air from his lungs. He’d crumbled instantly. Sebastian couldn’t stand to see—or rather feel—her in pain. Pain caused by him. He’d only wanted to distance himself, regain a little control, not to hurt her.


  When he’d caught her and she revealed, in so many words, that he’d made her feel unworthy Sebastian wanted to howl in frustration. He’d caused such a strong, perfect, eternal creature to feel unworthy … of him! A two bit merchant with no home and little honor. Marik would beat him to an inch of his life if he knew he’d made her feel anything close to unworthy. He deserved nothing less.


  At that moment he would have done anything to make her smile again, to erase her insecurities, so he could see her as happy as she had been that morning in bed with him.


  The moment he pul ed her into his lap something in him slipped and clicked into place. And as he watched her glance around the room alarmed, his mind cleared. When she revealed another faucet of her gift—it was like pure joy slamming into him—he understood that what he felt earlier real y did come from her, and he would never let her feel like that again.


  Sebastian decided then and there that he was keeping her.


  


  


  


  Chapter 15


  


  Her newest gift was concerning to say the least. Releasing the emotion had felt like a mini explosion inside her. Not painful, just different, assuaging. How many new abilities would she discover? Why were they surfacing now?


  She suspected it was because she’d felt the emotion so strongly and she’d never been so happy in her life. It made sense that if she could take in the emotions of others, then she could also projectheremotions. Wel , project to Sebastian anyway. No one else seemed to notice.


  She’l need to get control of her new ability quickly,and keep it under control so she didn’t wind up projecting her emotionstoeveryone around her.


  So far she’d been keeping her emotions in check. Her gift could be alarming to others. Though, she mused, Sebastian had seemed elated by it. Behind the barAnya smiled to herself. It made her happy that he didn’t think differently because of her gifts.


  He doesn’t know your real ability. What would he think of you then?


  What would he do if he found out he could use her bloodas a super-fuel? Would he want to use her? Her smile faded.


  In an attempt to clear her mind Anya focused her attention on the patrons in the bar. The pub was fil ed to the brim tonight. Many had heard rumors of the attack,and were asking her to regale them with her story—until a few drinks were had,and they were inserting their own variations.


  Apparently, Calic had spread the word,and embel ished her role significantly. As the night drew on, her involvement had grown from successful escape to singlehandedly defeating Xandar with her birthday sword. Xandar was assumed dead, and a massive cover-up was thought to be in place.Anyalet themsaywhat they wanted. Deep down most of them knew the story was too outrageous,and shefiguredthey were merely having fun with her.


  Most who entered the pub greeted her personal y before taking a seat, making comments like “I always knew something wasn’t right with that boy”


  Anyawould just smile, nod and take their drink orders. She real y didn’t want to talk about Xandar, didn’t want to be reminded of Xandar when she was too giddy from this afternoons encounter with Sebastian.


  Idly she wondered if he would come to the pub tonight. Or if she would find him in her room waiting for her with his devastating arrogant smile and rock hard body. Then she would ruin her own good mood and wonder,what if hedidn’t come?Or worse, what if he came to tel her he was wrong about her being worthy and took back al those beautiful things he said about her. His words were far too good for her, and she knew it.


  Calic entered the pub and flashed Anya a bril iant smile, fang and al . “Ah, my little warrior!” He declared for everyone’s ears.


  Anya felt herself blush. “You must stop lying to everyone.” She ordered.


  “Hel no! My version is way better.”


  Marik slipped in behind Calic, slapping him on the back. “Don’t listen to him Anya. You did very wel for yourself. Even if you didn’t flip him over your back and roundhouse kick him to the floor, before smashing his brains in with your fist.”


  Anya laughed. In a teasing voice, “Oh, that does sound close to the actual events, although it was firebal s from my eyes that crushed his skul .”


  “No it was lasers.”


  “Ah, that’s right. I forgot.”


  Calic just shrugged. “Anyone who hears my version wil think twice before messing with you. Besides, my reputation as a master trainer is on the line.”


  “Hey boys” Sonya sauntered up to the group. “What can I get you?”


  “The usual.”


  Anya’s heart began to flutter when she spotted Bastian enter the pub. Sudden apprehension took over. He was devastatingly handsome with his spiky black hair standing in the doorway. He was covered in a long sleeve black shirtthatAnya wanted to run her fingers under it to feel his hard muscular chest hidden by al that cloth.


  His honey colored eyes locked with hers and she watched him, unable to look away, as al that masculine energy loomed toward her. Shivering, Anya’s body reacted instantly.


  Trying to keep herself in control she would have said,“Hi.” Or something equal y lame, but when Sebastian reached her he wrapped his arms around her, lifted her off the ground, and pressed his lips firmly to hers.


  Her mind went blank.


  His sensual lips sliding against hers was the only thing that mattered at that moment. Holding the kiss Sebastian al owed her body to slide down his until her feet reached the ground once more. She could feel every ridge of his muscular chest as she went.


  Dimly Anya noticed silence around her. Glancing up she was met with shocked faces and dropped jaws. Before she had time to react however, Sonya began jumping up and down with glee pul ing her into a tight breath squelching hug.


  Marik just slapped Sebastian on the back, while Cale made the comment, “Come on Anya, you can do so much better.”


  Anya let out a relieved breath as Sebastian reclaimed her from Sonya’s grip. She hadn’t realized until now that she’d been just as worried abouttheirreactions.


  For some reason Sonya kept steeling glances at her neck, looking confused at first, and then frowned. “You haven’t …”


  “No,” Sebastian quickly interrupted. “And it’s none of your business.”


  Anya noticed the others bristled slightly. “What isn’t their business?” she asked.


  “Anya,” Sonya replied. “Can you help me with the drinks? Boys, you take a seat right there.” She pointed to an empty table, eying Sebastian just as pointedly before stalking off to the storage area. Anya fol owed,and helped prepare theraging infernosthat the demons loved so much, tipping the bottle to ring every last drop that she could from it. They would have to drink something else after this.


  Sonya was obviously aggravated, forceful y reaching for and setting down bottles with loud clangs that surely must be heard throughout the pub, while muttering in demonish through clenched teeth.


  As soon as the drinks were mixed, Sonya was out the door leaving Anya pondering. At the table, the men ended what seemed like a heated conversation at her approach, she handed a drink to both Cale and Sebastian,while Sonya handed one to Marik, keeping one for herself. Not to be left out Anya had made one for herself with a little less alcohol than the rest.


  With an indignant look at Sebastian, Sonya raised her glass. “To courage of the heart.”


  “Sonya.” Sebastian grumbled.


  Sonya finished her drink quickly and set the empty glass in front of Sebastian before walking back to the bar without another word.Demons were strange with their drinking rituals, Anya thought.


  The others sipped their drinks knowing it was the last of their favorite brew. After a moment of awkward silence Cale offered a second toast, “We should toast to Anya’s first battle won.”


  With a snort she replied, “Cale, real y I didn’t do much.”


  Ignoring her Cale bel owed, “A strong, tough, and resilient chit, with laser eyes and al that shit, a right hook that wil put you to the floor and a knee that you real y should watch out for.”


  Anya giggled and buried her face into Sebastian’s shoulder.


  “Though she wails sometimes at a tiny blister, I’d be honored to one day cal her my sister.”


  At that Anya froze, unsure if he was serious or joking.


  Calic downed his drink. Marik smiled, eyes were glittering with a knowing mischief as he swal owed his drink as wel . Sebastian waited for her gaze to move to him before he downed his as wel .


  Her mouth went dry.


  “You know Sebastian!” Sonya stomped toward them, angry and determined. “I never thought I’d see the day I’d lose al respect …”


  Marik cut her off. “Settle down lass. Just because it hasn’t happened yet doesn’t mean itwon’t. It’s obvious they’re both lost, it’s only a matter of time.”


  Sonya bristled. “It had better, if you are coldhearted enough to just … I’l never speak to you again.”


  Sebastian chuckled. “I would think you would want to punish me, not reward me.”


  Sonya stomped to the bar, baring her teeth in a silent growl.


  Anya sat speechless, trying to decipher the strange conversation, stil dazed from Calic’s rhyme and the way Sebastian had looked at her. And what were Sebastian and Sonya arguing over?


  Before Anya could request clarification Sebastian stood, forcing his chair back with the back of his knees. When he reached out his hand, in a silent request for her to accept it, she wondered if it was some significant gesture. Then she noticed a group of people leaving for the pool. Anya’s mind instantly flashed to Sebastian’s wet, almost naked body, his arms wrapped around her as he held her securely above water’s surface. Her arms clinging to him, legs around him …


  “Are you ready to go?” Sebastian asked, breaking her mind away from the intimate image.


  Smiling she slipped her hand into his.


  


  


  At first Anya thought she had gotten herself turned around again, her sense of direction confused once more, but soon she realized Sebastian wasn’t taking her to the pool. With reserve and command he forged ahead, her hand stil within his. It was warm and cal us, and reminded her of the way it felt on her bare flesh. She shiveredat the thought.


  “Are you cold?”


  “No.” Now that he’d broken the strange silence that had fal en between them, she felt it was time to start bombarding him with the questions that have been raking her mind since they left the pub. “What were you and Sonya arguing about? What did Calic mean? For that matter what did Marik mean?


  


  Where are you taking me?”


  A robust chuckle rol ed out of him. Pul ing her to a stop she realized they were just a few feet from the control room. “We’re here.”


  “The control room?”


  Bastian gestured to a smal corridor to the side. Nestled a few feet in were a set of metal stairs spiraling up, curving around smooth cylinder wal s. She’d noticed this corridor before, but didn’t think much of it.


  Made of metal,every step was carved in an intricate pattern and looked to be handmade, a different pattern etched in each step. Why hadn’t she noticed these stairs before? Maybe because from the outside, this particular corridor, seemed to have been designed to look uninteresting, ordinary, and somewhat hidden. The stairs offered an intriguing promise that something magnificent lie at the crest, something that deserved an entrance of such dramatic elegance.


  Curious Anya gave Bastian a questioning look before beginning her accent. The stairs were solid, sturdy under her feet,and dul y clangedwith each stepas she climbed. Bastian fol owed behind.


  At the top was a door, same as any on the ship, but didn’t automatical y open as she approached. Bastian moved in beside her and pressed a few buttons on the key pad. The door swooshed open. Without hesitation Anya entered the room, eager to see what was inside.


  She was not disappointed.


  The room was a dome, almost entirely open to space. Nearly the entire ceiling-to-floor-curvewas a transparent wal , gifting her with a strikingly immense infinite starry backdrop. In the distance she could see multicolored space-dust fanning out from what she assumed was another mining zone. The brightness of it lit the room in a rainbow of colors but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from the cosmic cocoon, eyes darting back and forth, trying to see it al at once.


  Bastian eased himself behind her, resting his hands on her hips. “Beautiful isn’t it.”


  “Mmmhmm. What is this place?”


  “The captain’s quarters.”


  His room?She looked around. Sure enough there was a bed—a large bed—covered in plush dark sheets and pil ows, positioned so that when laying on it you could stare out at the awe-inspiring view. There was what looked like a minibar and a seating area with matching plush chairs and a miss matched couch.A familiar looking couch.


  She gasped.


  It was the couch from her room. The one that Sebastian cal ously took away, and then sweetly replaced with a more comfortable one. He’d given heracouch from his room, switching it with hers.


  Behind her, Bastian expertly rubbed his hands along her hips and sides, al owing her to take everything in. Unconsciously she was leaning her weight against him. The man was obviously an expert at seduction, playing into her every desire. Her every dream,manifested in the male standing at her back,who was now moving his hands across her stomach. A strong confident yet,tender male. A male who would protect. A male who would never hurt her, or al ow any other to do her harm. A male who could show her things she’d never seen before, unleash her desire and match it with his own.


  Swal owing hard,Anyawas fal ing head over heels for Sebastian.


  As if he felt the change in her he turned her to him and berated her with his lips, taking her mouththe way she loved, as if they were his to do with as he pleased. She eagerly opened for him, knowing she should retain some measure of control, but her mind was no longer working correctly. Her body screamed for more of him. To give him anything he wanted. To give him al of her.


  “Anya.” Her name on his tongue was thick with lust, almost sounding painful. Grabbing her backside he ground his hardness into her, making her wildly in need for him to plunge that hardness into her. “I want you Anya, so bad. I want you to be mine forever.”


  Warning bel s went off in her head and she remembered something Darius would say to her.


  You are mine Analia. You belong to me.


  Darius’s voice in the back of her mind sobered her, kil ing her desire instantly.She backed away from Sebastian. With his strong arms around her she wouldn’t have been ablepul awayif he hadn’t al owed it.


  No longer in his embrace, the air chil ed her,and her body nearly wept from the loss of Sebastian, but she forced herself to continue her retreat. His hardened gaze fol owed her every move, as if any moment he would lunge for her. Her heart was racing and she was finding it difficult to swal ow past the lump in her throat. “What do you mean?”


  For a long while he just held her in a predatory gaze.


  With surprising fortitude she demanded, “Tel me!”


  With a withered look he began, “My kind believes that for every one person there is another, a predestined,fated mate. I believe you are mine.”


  “Yours?” She said in a flat disbelieving tone.


  


  


  


  “Yes.” Sebastian continued. “When I claim you, you wil me mine. For the rest of our lives there wil be no other for you but me, and no other for me but you.” He watched the emotions play across her face. Fear. Apprehension. Watched as she distanced herself further, shaking her head.


  Hating the space between them Sebastian struggled not to take a step toward her. He needed to tread careful y here, afraid he was doing a poor job at it.


  “Claim me?” She was growing more frightened by the minute.


  “It won’t hurt. It’s supposed to bring the female pleasure.” He paused, wondering how best to phrase it. Silently she urged him on. “While we are in the midst of making love I would bite you, take your blood into me, marking you, thereby claiming you as mine.”


  Her jaw dropped in horror. “You can’t mean that I would belong to you.”


  “You want me, just as I want you. I can protect you.Wecan protect you.” She was going to reject him. He should want her to,does want her to. He never wanted a mate. But he could not imagine living the rest of his life without her. He needed her.


  “I do want you,” she said with a sigh. “But I wil not consent to being owned by you. And no, youcannotprotect me.Whetheryou like it or not, I am in danger.


  So are al of you. I’ve put you al at risk! He wil kil you if he finds me here. Nothing of this ship wil be spared.” Anya sank into a chair cupping her face with her hands. “I must leave as soon as the delivery is made. It’s the only way to keep everyone safe.”


  “No!” Sebastian roared. “I wil not let you leave.” The look she speared him with had him regretting his outburst, but her talk of leaving cut him to the core.


  Never mind she’d thought to protect him and his crew, he couldn’t imagine leaving her, how could she possibly imagine leaving him.


  “You would keep me against my wil ?”


  “For your own protection? Yes.”


  A quivering lip betrayed her feelings before she hardened her features. Lifting herself from the couchAnya gavehim an indignant glare,burning with disappointment,as sheglided passed him. He heard the door open and close. When he turned to look she was gone.


  He had imagined this night going so differently.


  


  


  Anya ran down the hal s of the ship, sucking back her devastation. He’d displayed no hesitation when he told her he would keep her against her wil , he hadn’t even offered an apologetic tone. She’d seen it in his eyes, felt it to her bones that he was tel ing the truth. He would lock her up if he had to. Keep her in a room, alone. Maybe he would visit every day, maybe not. Tel her he was sorry but it had to be this way. She would fight him of course, wouldn’t al ow herself to once again be locked away without a fight. Escape would be her only goal. Knowing freedom now,she could never go back to how things were. Not without losing her wil to survive.


  How long would it take before she grew to hate him for it?


  Winded she slowed her pace. If he was coming after her he would have caught her by now, no doubt his powerful long legs could triple her puny strides. It was wise of him to let her go considering how angry she was at the moment. She’d had a strong urge to kick him in the shin just before she’d left.


  How could he think to threaten her freedom? Did he expect her to thank him for it? Arrogantdemon! He even seemed shocked by her refusal to accept him as her new owner. How could that have possibly surprised him?


  Absently she wondered the hal s, not real y seeing where she was going, growing weary with her anger seething in the pit of her stomach. Making her way through the ship,she headed toward the one place that had given her the greatest sense of freedom.


  The sanctuary.


  As she entered,the essence of life flooded through her, dancing its way up her spine. Breathing in the air she felt refreshed, slightly calmer. Moving further into the room she avoided the corner where Sebastian had kissed her for the first time—she would not even think of it—and continued to a patch of grass, plopping herself down.


  Blocking out her sorrow and focusing only on her surroundings, she stayed there until everything became muted. Until her strained emotions subsided.


  Until her eyes grew heavy.


  


  


  Sebastian buried his head in his hands. It had come out al wrong. He’d meant to tel her how he felt about her, that he couldn’t live without her. He’d meant to tel her that, with him, she would want for nothing. Would always have anything she desired. How he would cherish her, spoil her … love her.


  He’d meant to tel her he loved her.


  Instead, he’d told her he would lock her away if she ever tried to leave him.


  Idiot.


  His heart had been hammering with fear that she would refuse him, stumbled on his words because of it. His calm cool demeanor that he hid behind so often was now a hindrance, keeping him from blurting out his feelings for her like some lovesick pup.


  “Dammit!” His voice echoed through the empty room. He had wanted to chase after her and beg for her to let him start over again, to let him explain. But he senses if he tried to force her back she would break. Her final look at him had torn at him from the inside, as if he were some evil she needed to get away from.


  He would let her cool down a little and talk to her tomorrow. Try to explain things better.


  


  


  Anya woke surprised to find she’d fal en asleep in the sanctuary. Waking to the beautiful sounds of running water and the sweet smel s of blooming flowers was wonderful. Stretching her stiff limbs she basked in it.


  Slowly her drowsy mind came into focus. With a scowl she recal ed the conversation from last night, and was seething anew. The bastard had threatened to cage her. If he approached her today, she was going to give him piece of her mind. Maybe this time shewouldkick him, and not just in the shin.


  Ready for a fight she stalked toward the training room.


  If she was seething when she left the sanctuary, she was downright maddened with rage when she entered the training room,picked up her sword,and swung it at Calic without warning.


  “Whoa, someone woke up grumpy.” He said dodging her swing.


  “Ha! If this is me grumpy, then I’d love to see myself enraged.” She replied swinging again. Calic had already grabbed for his sword and blocked her attack.


  “I take it last night didn’t go so wel .”


  “You think? It’s shocking that a woman doesn’t throw herself at every male who threatened to rob her of her freedom. What is it with you demons anyway?”


  “Take away your freedom?”


  “Yeah, your arrogant brother told me he wanted to claim me so I’d belong to him,and told me if I left the ship, as original y planned I might add, he would lock me up. Is that a normal demon mating ritual? Build a girl up and then rip her apart from the inside out. Lock her up until her wil is gone and she gives in? Is that how you took your …” Anya clamped her mouth shut. Cale’s features turned dark. As soon as she’d said the words she wished she could take them back. But it was too late, her anger had overridden her brain. “I’m sorry.” She said lowering her sword. “Cale I’m sorry.”


  Cale’s body had gone tight his features rigid. “Al I’m hearing is your ignorance! You know not of what you speak.”


  She opened her mouth to apologize again but he cut her off.


  “Quiet!” He threw his sword to the side, it landed with a loud clang making Anya jump. “Sit!”


  She sat, dropping to the floor where she’d stood. Her sword at her side she watched Calic. His energy had gone from amused to murderous in three-point-two seconds. Lost in her rant Anya had forgotten Cale’s history. His own mate hadhurthim badly. She couldn’t imagine a worse feeling, loving someone whocould deceive without remorse.


  Cale was pacing, trying to calm himself before he dealt with her. He took a deep breath giving her his profile. “It sounds like Sebastian was a dolt about it.


  And now you’re being a dolt.” He took another deep breath. “Tel me what happened.”


  Anya hesitated a moment gathering her thoughts. “He said he believes I’m his mate. He said he wanted me to be his forever. He said once he bites me I would belong to him.”And he would belong to her, her mind supplied. She vaguely remembered his exact words“there wil be no other for you but me, and no other for me but you.”She shivered. Had she misunderstood everything?


  “Do you care for him?”


  “Yes.” She didn’t hesitate.


  “Do you love him?”


  Nodding she replied. “Yes.”


  “But you’re afraid.”


  Anya only nodded in response. Cale’sangerhad quickly receded, though his hurt bubbled near the surface.


  “It’s not like you’l become his slave after he marks you,” Cale gave a low chuckle. “If anything, it’s the other way around. When a male demon takes a mate he becomes obsessed with pleasing her any way he can. He’d do almost anything to keep her happy.” Calic paused for a moment with a distant look on his face and the barest smile, as if he were remembering some event in his own past. “The way Bastian dotes on you now? You would be treated no less than a queen.”


  “But he said he would never let me leave, even if I wanted to.”Which she did. She told herself.She must.


  Calic waved a hand in dismissal. “That’s to be expected. When a mate is found there is nothing a male demon won’t do to keep her by his side. When my mate would take a trip into town and was gone too long I would be uneasy until she returned, and that wasafterI had claimed her. If I’d known she was my mate and had not claimed her, I would have chased after her, ripped the town apart looking for her, until I knew she was safe.”


  “You loved her very much, didn’t you?”


  Calic bowedhis head. “There can be no matehood without love.”


  


  “That’s a nice thought.”


  “Not a thought, scientific fact. We can sleep with a woman, take one as a companion if we please, but without love our bodies are unable to make the proper chemicals needed to claim a life-mate. When the chemicals are activated we are driven, sometimes primitively, to mark our mates.”


  Anya’s heart stopped then revved into hyperspeed. Sebastian had said he believed she was his mate, then later he’d said, “whenI claim you” not, “if I canclaim you” as if he knew he would be able to. Was he tel ing her he loved her? How many times had she seen his fangs at the ready before he backed himself away? And each time she was instinctively unafraid, shockingly eager to be honest.


  Cale was watching her with intent, reading her thoughts through her expressions. With a tilt of his head he gestured to the door.


  Anya had never run so fast in her life, dodging unsuspecting people wandering the hal s, on her way to the control room. Only one thing registered in her mind.Sebastian loves me. That was al she needed to know, al she needed to hear come from his lips. Darius be dammed, they would find a way to keep everyone safe. She had faith in Sebastian’s ability as a captain to keep the ship hidden from Darius. AfterSebastiantel s her he loves her, and after the lovemaking to fol ow,she would tel him al about Darius and together they would figure out a way to evade him.


  Why did everything have to be so far away on this ship?She was nearly halfway there. The image of their future together invaded her mind. Sil y old dreams that she’d never thought would come true—Sebastian holding their beautiful children in his arms, smiling at her with that wicked grin of his. Their children would be beautiful, half demon half whatever-she-was. That’s something else they could discover together.


  Anya was smiling as she raced through the control room doors. Then her stomach dropped into her feet, her throat turned to ash, and her lungs ceased working.


  Like a nightmare made flesh, Darius was scowling down at her.


  


  


  


  Chapter 16


  


  Anya dove for cover,which happened to be only a few feet away—an extruding part of the wal that would hide her from Darius—but she dove as if it were ten feet away, succeeding, not only in shielding herself,but also slamming her shoulder into the hard wal .


  It didn’t hurt, she only noted that itshouldhave hurt.


  Her body had gone instantly numb. Also noted, was the fact that she couldn’t breathe, trying to remain silent while gasping for air. A hot white flood of terror blasted through her. Her body, suddenly lost al strength, unable to hold itself up, slid down the smooth metal wal until she lay huddled on the floor.


  There she froze, with her rapid heartbeat drumming in her ears, and her throat burning for breath.


  It was possible Darius hadn’t seen her, she quickly assured herself.


  Sebastian stood at his console staring straight at Darius’s face displayed on the large screen at his front. His lips were moving but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. The rush of blood from her too-fast beating heart obscured her hearing. Sebastian must have noticed her entrance, and clumsy attempt at finding cover but he looked as he always did—calm, confident, and arrogant, as if she wasn’t there.


  Had he just smiled? At Darius! At the scourge of her existence!


  Her breaths were stil coming short and her vision was dimming.He’s here!He’s here!He’s here!Her mind kept repeating, as if she didn’t already know that.He’s found me!What has she done?I’ve condemned everyone.


  Sebastian seemed blissful y unaware of the danger peering back at him, looking calmly into the eyes of a murderous psychopath, and … grinning. Anya needed to warn him. Needed to tel him to get away before it’s too late. Before they were al destroyed, by the monster lurking ever closer.


  Gripping her neck with one hand she tried to wil her throat to work properly, she couldn’t get enough air. Theharshpounding of her heart was becoming painful. With a shaky hand she clutching her chest, attempted to take slow deep breaths to calm herself. Luckily she hadn’t eatenyettoday because her stomach was ready to evacuate.


  Vision dimming,Anyatook one last pleading look at Sebastian beforeshe was sucked into unconsciousness.


  


  


  Sebastian tucked Anya into his bed. She was stil unconscious but her skin was once again warm, her breathing normalat last. Just after she’d passed out and he was able to cut transmission with Darius, he’d final y—after painstakingly trying to ignore her panicked state, while engaged with Darius—


  wrapped her in his arms while trying to wake her. Her skin was freezing and her lips were turning blue. She’d gone into a severe state of shock.


  After ordering his crew to send for the doctor,he’d raced her up the stairs and held her in the shower,al owing the heated water and his body next to hers to warm her, squeezing her tight until she stopped shivering. Then, out of the shower, he’d stripped off her wet clothes, put her in one of his shirts, and laid her under the covers. The doctor came and went, confirming that she had most likely experienced a traumatic shock, and she just needed to rest. He’d offered to house her in sickbay until she regained consciousness, but after a quick glance at Sebastian he wisely recanted and, before leaving her to Sebastian’s care, merely requested to be informed when she woke.


  Slipping under the covers he pul ed her against him, her back to his chest,offering her the warmth from his body. Resting his hand between her breasts he al owed the beating of her heart to soothe his anxiety for her.


  Now he knew the truth, knew who had hurt his Anya, who he needed to kil .


  During the conversation with Darius, Sebastian had been pushed to the Edge. While in that muddled and crazed state, he had never had to display so much self-control in his life. He replayed the events in his mind.


  Soon afterSebastian hadwoke this morning, regarding his empty bed and thinking Anya should have been in it, he’d tried to find her. Her room was empty so he’d tried the training room. In an irritated tone Cale informed him she hadn’t shown up yet. Sebastian didn’t stick around long enough for Cale to start griping about punctuality. It was obvious Anya was avoiding him, but he was sure he’d see her at lunchtime when she would bring the cart of food. He had planned to speak with her then.


  But as soon as he entered his control room, the crew roared at him in a panic. A large ship was detected coming straight for them, they had been about to cal for him when he’d entered.


  His instinct to protecthis ship and crewtook over. Ordering the crew to their stations they prepared to defend theMarada, diverting extra energy to the shields. As the large ship came closer, recognition took hold. Sebastian developed a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.


  This was no coincidence.


  “It’s TheExtarga. We’re being hailed.”Aidan announced.


  There was one reason, and one reason only that would bring Darius this far into the warring zones. Sebastian plastered his face with a relaxed arrogance that felt more forced than it ever had before—far from what he was feeling at the moment—and opened transmission.


  “Darius.” He greeted with a false nonchalance, while envisioning his hands squeezing around the man’s neck. “What a surprise to see you here in the Zones. I didn’t think you ventured this far, careful of the pirates, we’ve been targeted once already.”


  


  “I did not track you down for a friendly chat. I have urgent business.” His tone was bored, as if it were routine to chase down a merchant ship in one of the most dangerous coordinates is space.


  “Track us down? This isn’t about our latest contract is it? We settled the bil . Negotiations are long finished.”


  “This has nothing to do with that, though an incident did occur, possibly the same day.”


  “Now Darius, my men unloaded every last piece of cargo …”


  “This is not about the cargo!” Exasperation perked through his bored tone.


  Sebastian’s forced smile made him feel like his face was going to crack. But he knew from experience that it was believable. If he was good at one thing it was control ing his outward appearance, even when inside he was seething. “Oh. Then how can I help you?”


  Darius wasted no time. “A dangerous convict escaped my prison around the time of our dealings. I’l need to send some men aboard to search your ship.”


  Sebastian ground his teeth together, quickly calculating the weapons to ship ratio. TheExtargawas a massive ship, equipped with advanced weaponry much of which Sebastian had sold to him over the years. There was no wayMaradacould take it in a fair fight.


  “A convict? You want to search my ship for a convict?” His voice convincingly disbelieving. “Are you accusing me of harboring a criminal from your ship?”


  He let out a short laugh.


  “No I believe a mental y il convict has stowed away on your ship. I would like permission to come aboard.”


  “Captain Darius, have you seen the size of my ship? There’s hardly room for my crew. Not to mention we’ve not been near your ship for months. I think if a man was hiding on my ship we’d have noticed by now.” Sebastian’s crew laughed, as if on cue, at the absurdity of it. Most of them had already become painful y aware of the situation. An undertone of unease flooded the room. Many of the crew had grown fond of Anya and didn’t want to see her taken away any more than he did.


  “It’s not a man I’m looking for.” Darius nearly growled.


  “A woman criminal?Surely you are joking. Captain, my crew is mostly men. Trust me, a woman would have an even harder time staying hidden on this ship.” The crew hooted and hol ered with not-so-fake enthusiasm.


  Darius continued in a drab tone. “I know it seems far-fetched, but in good conscious I cannot rest until I’ve found this criminal. Yours is only one of many ships I intend to search. I’m sure I’l find nothing,but I must be thorough.”


  “I commend you Captain.” Sebastian replied on an almost sarcastic tone. His rage flared at Darius’s act of playing the hero. “Most people, these days, would just right it off and let the man, I mean woman, go instead of wasting valuable resources. Tel me what did this criminal do that merits such a vigilant chase?”


  “She’s a thief and a murderer, without conscience or morals. She had come aboard my ship disguised as a stranded victim of pirates, and betrayed our hospitality at the first opportunity.”


  “Wel there’s your first mistake. Pirates would never leave behind a woman, she’d be part of the take.” Again the crew laughed and hol ered.


  “Yes thank you, I’l remember to seek your council in the future.” Disdain dripped from his words. “She had kil ed many of my crew, intending to take over, before I put a stop to it.”


  “Fascinating, is this a large woman we speak of, with the strength and size of a man perhaps?”


  “No, she’s just under five and a half feet.”


  Sebastian made his eyes widen in shock. “Such a wee creature caused you so much trouble?” Sebastian coupled his surprise with a mocking smile.


  “Between you and me I wouldn’t be spreading that around.”


  Darius kept his features cool but his eyes revealed the anger Sebastian was inciting. Good. It wil throw him off balance.


  “Just let me aboard so I can have a quick look and I’l be on my way.”


  “Unfortunately I cannot.” He didn’t miss the flash of warning in Darius’s eyes.


  Just then someone entered the control room. He didn’t have to look to know who it was. His every cel was tuned to her presence, her scent. Sebastian used al his strength to keep himself in check. He couldn’t look at her, though he badly wanted to. Anyainhaled a sharp gasp and flung herself to cover.


  Although Darius couldn’t see her, he would be able to hear her if she didn’t keep quiet. From the corner of his eye it didn’t seem she could make much noise if she wanted to. He knew she was in the throes of a panic and could do nothing about it, lest he make Darius suspicious. Many of the crew exchanged worried glances but kept to their posts.


  “Why, might I ask, can younot?” Darius continued unaware. Danger lurked in his tone.


  “I’ve recently entered into a contract,” Sebastian explained, exuding the appearance of ease, as if Darius’s pursuit was a trifling matter. “I won’t bore you with the details, but a condition of the contract is that no one is to enter or leave my ship until delivery is made. The Serakians were brought in to activate wards around my ship.” Sebastian never thought he’d be thankful for the wards, and thus a credible excuse. “Feel free to scan the ship and see for yourself.”


  “Convenient.”


  “Convenient? It’s damn inconvenient. Many of my crew have been more than a month without a woman. Their tempers are getting difficult to tolerate.


  


  Whatever happened to the good old honor system?” Sebastian al owed himself another glance from the corner of his eye. Anya was slumped on the floor pain etched in her features. “Tel you what. I’l have my crew do a thorough search of the ship and get back to you in an hour.”


  “How far until your drop-off? We’l fol ow you.” Darius pushed.


  “We stil have far to go, you’d be waiting months. We came through the warring zones hoping to shave off some time but the pirates have been a nuisance.”


  “I thought you said you’d only been attacked once.”


  “Yes, but we’ve had to double back and change our route to avoid further conflict.” Sebastian was great at lying when it came to protecting his family. He would do anything to keep the people on his ship safe. “I promise you we wil do a thorough search. I’l just need to tel the men that there’s possibly a wee woman hiding on the ship and the first one to find her … wel you get the idea.”


  “No!” Darius’s outburst hushed the renewed laughter of the crew. “No one touches her!”


  “Okay.”Especial y not you, you bastard, you’l never touch her again. Sebastian was going to cut off Darius’s hands and shove them down his throat. Along with any other appendage that might have touched his Anya. “No one touches the wee criminal.” He’d used up the last of his patience and control to keep the venom out of his voice.


  As soon as the transition was cut, he lunged for Anya. His chest squeezed with fear at finding her unconscious.


  


  


  Anya woke feeling like she’d been tossed into outer space, reeled back in, and tossed back out again. Her brain was pounding in her skul . Her body felt shaky and weak. Her eyes felt strained and her lungs hurt. She sensed Sebastian at her back holding her close to his chest and sought deeper contact, rubbing herself against him. As if he knew what she needed, his arms tightened around her.


  “How are you feeling?” His voice rumbled soft next to her ear.


  “Mmmm.” He was warm and smel ed like a purely intoxicating man. How did she feel? She was here, in his arms. He loved her. That’s al that mattered.


  He must have forgiven her after their argument, but for the life of her she couldn’t remember making up with him. How did she get in his bed?


  Her eyes shot open as clarity sparked through her. “Oh gods!”Darius is here!


  “It’s okay Anya, I have everything under control.”


  “Oh gods! Oh gods!” She chanted in a panicky whisper. Her throat was scratchy, and tight. “We have to go!” She studied her surroundings. It looked like she’d been lying peaceful y in his room as though nothing were wrong, as though evil incarnate wasn’t lurking close by. Had she imagined it al ? No. He’s here. She could sense the familiar hum of TheExtarga.


  Then she made the mistake of looking out the great domed window. The Hel Ship was leering down at her, like a malicious hideous beast, skulking in the darkness of space, a maleficent hunter who had found its prey andwasabout to strike with deadly accuracy.


  Feeling exposed,her body jerked to get out of sight. Bastian held her before she could fling herself out of bed. “Stop it! He’l see me!”


  Sebastian’s big body pinned her to the bed. “No he won’t, you can’t see in from the outside. It’s like a one-way mirror, reflective on the outside.”


  That was a relief, if only a smal one. “Bastian, why are we stil here? We have to go! Now! He’l destroy you!”


  “I’ve bought us some time. I might be able to convince him you’re not here at al . He’l move on if I can.”


  “What?” Her struggles stil ed.


  “He said he had many ships to search.”


  “Did he tel you he’s looking for his slave?”


  “No. You’ve become a notorious lady kil er.”


  “A what?”


  “A dangerous con-artist who he seeks to rid the universe of. He’s playing the honorable vigilante.”


  “You’re joking with me.”


  “Nope. And if it’s true that he has other ships to search, then that means he’s not sure where to find you. The day you escaped, had many ships been scheduled?”


  Anya took a breath, braving a glance past Sebastian at The Hel Ship. “Only a few, but I disabled the security system, changed the codes, and erased two weeks of recorded data.”


  Sebastian raised an eyebrow. “You did?”


  Anya nodded a little sheepish. “How did you buy time?”


  Sebastian repeated the conversation between Darius and himself. Sebastian’s plan was to go down in half an hour, inform Darius that their search came up empty, and hope he was desperate enough to get to his next target, and to get out of the warring zones.


  


  up empty, and hope he was desperate enough to get to his next target, and to get out of the warring zones.


  “He won’t buy it. He’l attack. He won’t take no for an answer.”


  Sebastian’s brows drew together thoughtful y. “He’s wasted a massive amount ofresourcesto fol ow us here. Al to get you back. It doesn’t make sense, unless …” Sebastian trailed off,eyes going dark. “Has he mated you in some way?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  Sebastian exhaled a harsh breath. “Does he want to?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “There’s got to be a reason he’s gone to these lengths to find you, something more than just a bruised ego over losing a slave. Anyone who’d lost a slave would spend a day, maybe a week looking to recover lost property. After that, they would cut their losses and buy a new one. Darius is hunting you. Why?


  Is it because of your gifts?”


  Oh gods, he’d guessed it.


  “I can see from your face that’s it.


  She couldn’t answer, couldn’t tel him, not yet. She wanted to hold on to her fantasy a little longer. Would he look at her differently if he knew? But if Darius did attack, Bastian would find out what she is. She would have no choice but to show him. She would save these people no matter what, even if the cost was her life. She would give them a chance to escape, to hide.


  “Promise me something.” Anya knew her eyes must look stark, they felt like they were glued in perpetual shock. She had to struggle to keep her lip from quivering.


  “Anything.”


  “Promise me if you … if we get away from Darius youwon’tseek him out. You’l take your crew and hide. Keep them safe … okay? And if you see him coming, you’l run as fast and as far as you can. Push the ship as hard as you can to get away.”


  Bastian shook his head. “I’ve vowed to kil him … and I wil . And stop talking like you’re going away. You’re not going anywhere. My crew is strong, they wil fight for you.”


  “No. Please just keep your ship, your crew, your family safe. Please. I’ve put everyone in danger and I have to make it right.”


  Eying her warily he replied. “What do you mean? How do you plan to do to make it right?”


  In a smal voice, “I’l think of something.” Actual y, a plan had already formed. It had been in the works since she’d been at leisure to study more closely the workings of the ship, its complicated engines, and the unused warp drive. Sebastian hadn’t stocked enough power supply to use it because it had never worked, but what they didn’t know was she had al the power they would need, and she would give it al if she had to.


  “The look on your face is making me uneasy.”


  A strong sense of determination had come over her. This may be her final night with Bastian. “Then kiss me and make it go away.” She cooed. It was selfish to want him at a time like this, but there were two outcomes for her future—one; she would be captured by Darius, her friends and loved ones kil ed. Two; She would reveal herself for what she is and cause Sebastian to see her differently—either way she wanted this last moment of happiness with Sebastian, even if she didn’t deserve it.


  There was a third outcome, a happy-ever-after outcome, one where she would be free to love and cherish Sebastian for the rest of her life. But that outcome seemed unlikely at this point. She wouldn’t let herself dwel on it.


  


  


  Sebastian couldn’t stand that look on her face any longer. She looked both defeated and determined at the same time. In her mind she had already lost. It looked as though she didn’t believe they would get out of this alive. It pained him that she had so little faith in him to keep her safe.


  He would just have to prove it to her.


  In the meantime she had asked him for something, and he would not deny her. He would have to make it quick, not able to pleasure her at his leisure. For hours he could explore her body, find what made her quiver with delight and exploit it until she screamed his name.


  Immersinghimself in the feel of her soft warm body beneath him he leaned down and claimed her mouth, more forceful y than he intended. Rewarding him she gave a smal sound of approval and kissed him back with what could be described as desperation. Her arms came around his neck to lock him in place, as if he’d go anywhere when he had her right where he wanted her.


  He took a moment to caress her tongue with his before trailing his lips down her jaw to her neck, he gave a smal bite, testing the waters.Anya’sbody came alive, her breath hitchedand sheshuttered. With that, she raised an eyebrow at him, and hejust gave her a wicked grin. Maybe she wasn’tready to be claimed by him, but her bodysurewas.


  When he covered her breast with one hand her eyes rol ed and her head fel back, body arching to his touch.Ready indeed.


  As quickly as possible he eased off her and removed her shirt, the next instant her hard little nipple was in his mouth. He twirledhis tongue over the first peak, then the next. His hands flowed over her body, cupping the tightest most luscious ass that was ever captured by five fingers. She moaned softly for him and he took her mouth with his as she pressed her core against his painful y hard shaft.


  


  Driving him mad with lust Anyacontinuedrubbing herself against him, but he wouldn’t let it be that quick. He wanted to take his time with her.


  Without a doubt he felt the presence of another male threatening what was his.Not mine yet, he reminded himself.Anya was not yet ready to give herself to him ful y. It worried him that she could yet be claimed by another, leaving her free of his mark went against every instinct he had. Time is what she needed, and until now he’s beenmore than wil ing to give it to her. Now he felt an urgency deep in his soul, an urgency to final y claim his mate and an urgency to protect her with his life.


  Gripping her thigh he opened her legs to him,and with his hand found her warm and slick. He groaned while Anya sucked in a sharp breath with the first contact. He loved her reactions. Sebastian watched her face as he rubbed her swol en clitoris. Her eyes closed in ecstasy and then with a gasp they opened wide as though surprised by the intense pleasure.


  The sight of it had him growing harder stil .


  Inserting one finger, then another, he sucked one tight nipple into his mouth, pinching it lightly between his teeththen making slow circles withhis tongue.


  Growing stil a look crossed her face as if she were grappling with a decision. Her gaze flickered to his engorged cock, looking as though she wanted to


  … Sebastian held his breath when she licked her lips.


  “Bastian could I—”


  “Anything you want.” He bit out.


  Giving him a tentative smile she moved from under him, guiding him to the head of the bed with his back against the headboard. Then in a studying manner her attention was on his shaft. Her head tilted this way and that as if she didn’t know where to begin. Sebastian clenched the bed sheets, determined to let her explore him at her leisure. With a slowness that was maddening, she leaned down until her mouth hovered over his shaft.


  Sebastian’s grip on the sheets tightened.


  Testing, her tongue flicked out to lick the tip of him. He let out an involuntary groan. She looked up at him and smiled,as if pleased with his reaction. He watched her intensely, eager to see what she would do next.


  The pleasure of her sucking him into her mouth was more than he’d ever experienced. He had to fight to keep from bucking his hips. The sound of something tearing registered with his mind and he loosened his grip on the sheets.


  Though it was obvious she was new to this, it didn’t make it any less sweet.In fact, it made it al the more that he knew she’d never done this for another. It made him feel even more possessive of her than he already was.


  She was relentless, sucking and licking and pumping him into her hot mouth. Her soft little moans reverberating through him.


  He was tempted to let her have her fil ,but he felt he could come any second with her stroking him with her mouth like that, and he wanted to be inside her when he came. As much as it pained him, he pul ed her away from his throbbing cock. “You’re going to make me come if you keep doing that.”


  The smile she gave him was nothing short of wicked.Oh, he was in trouble.


  Back stil against the headboard he grabbed her around the waist and pul ed her on top of him, working her down his length. As he penetrated, she threw her head back with a cry of pure satisfaction. With his hands gripping her waist he showed her how to move, slow at first, then she took over. Her appetite for pleasure matched his own,and soon both their hips were undulating in unison, their breaths mingling. The sounds she made seemed to be like a drug to him, making him mindless for more of her, for every bit of her.


  Vaguely he realized his fangs were elongating.


  Her breast rubbed against his chest as she moved up and down. Maddening. He gripped her half around her waist fingers on her ass, forcing her hard into him, her cries encouraging. Faster and harder he thrust her upon him. When her head fel back once more, her soft neck presented to him, he put his lips to her, his fangs sliding lightly over her tender flesh.


  


  


  Anya gasped and pul ed away. He’d been about to bite her. Emotions ran through her as he continued to give her the most mind-blowing pleasure she’d ever experienced. It didn’t surprise her that he would attempt to claim her in the heat of their passion. No, that was almost expected. What surprised her was that she … wanted him to.


  But the threat against them was too great. The idea that if he claimed her and she was taken away from him was too much. She couldn’t bear the thought of it. He would never be able to take another as his mate. And though the image of him with another woman hurt, she wanted him to be able to find happiness, even if it wasn’t with her.


  Bastian’s voice was a low rumble, “Anya.” He pleaded. “Give yourself to me. I’l be good to you, I swear. You already have me wrapped around your wee finger.” He managed a smile.


  Slowly she shook her head. His features grew pained. “Not yet. Please understand. I can’t … not when he’s out there.”—pause—“What if I … if you’d done it, and I …” She couldn’t finish her sentence.


  In a swift move he wrapped his arms around her and pul ed her to him. “So it’s only out of concern for me that you refuse?” When she nodded he said.


  “That’s sil y.” At her raised eyebrow he quickly added, “But I’l al ow it. As soon as I have you to safety, you’re mine.” To make his point he thrust hard into her, and they resumed their frenzy.


  As their joining became more frantic, she felt his hot seed shoot into her and was instantly overcome with a blinding release that took her breath. With both of them panting she let her body rest against his muscled chest, absently fingering the metal around his neck.


  


  She felt his body go stil .


  His reactionreminded her of their first morning together. She could tel something was wrong and it had to do with his necklace. Backing away she,studied him. The moment he looked at her he relaxedagain,as if everything were fine, but—


  “Tel me about your necklace.”


  Slightly he stiffened once more. When he didn’t answer she moved to get off him,but he stayed her with his hands on her waist.


  “It was a gift from my mother, just before she betrayed us.”


  “Why do you keep it?”


  “I use it as a reminder. To … protect myself from …” he paused, obviously debating continuing. “You.” He final y said.


  She tilted her head at that.


  “I thought that finding my mate would be like a death sentence. After what happened to Cale, I thought I should avoid the whole thing altogether.”


  A sadness came over her like nothing she’d felt before. He hadn’t wanted to find her, had loathed the idea of her. Yet here she is.


  “But I was wrong.” He bit out. “I couldn’t have been more wrong about anything in my life. I know you would never betray me like that.”


  Anya was silent for a moment.“The time I’ve spent on this ship has taught me that therearepeople out there who are good, and kind. You’ve shown me that.” She paused,”I spend al my time trying to forget my past, when you wish only to hold on to yours.”


  “You make it seem so easy.”


  “It’s not easy. A lot of the time I’m pretending to be okay. But it helps when you meet someone who truly cares for you, no matter what you are …” she bit her lip.


  Should she tel him?


  A light refracted off the necklace drawing her eye.


  Draping her hands around his neck she unclasped the necklace and then clasped it around her own neck. The metal dangled heavy between her breasts.


  His eyes turned hungry.


  “There, now it wil always remind you of me.”


  He gave her a heart-stopping grin, and kissed her with renewed hunger. Suddenly he drew back, his brows drawn together. Shaking his head Sebastian said, “As many times as I had set foot on that ship, I should have sensed you. I should have caught your scent, torn the ship apart looking for you.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”


  “As much as I would have loved being rescued by a big scary demon with horns, claws, and overgrown fangs—”


  “Hey, you like my fangs.”


  She shivered at thethought of his teethgrazing her skin. “Be that as it may, there was nothing you could have done.”


  “I should have known. Demons are supposed to be able to scent their mates from miles away.”


  “Then why did it take so long for you to realize what I wasto youwhen I was two feet away?”


  “Denial is a powerful thing.”


  “Then, if youhadsensed me one day, wouldn’t you have just denied it?”


  Bastian lowered his head.


  “Stop this. It’s in the past. You’re speaking of things that have no place in the realm of possibilities. I was kept in only the most remote parts of the ship.


  There’s no way you could have known. You have me now. That’s al that matters.” She hoped.


  In a grave voice he replied. “I wil make it up to you. If it takes me the rest of my life.”


  “As long as you’re alive, that is gift enough.”


  He pul ed her close and kissedher with such tenderness. Their foreheads touching,he said, “I have to go.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 17


  


  After dressing, Sebastian left Anya stil nearly naked in his room. As soon as he got rid of Darius, she would again be ful y naked and in his bed.


  She had tried hard to convince him that he hadn’t failed her by not sensing her on TheExtarga. Itispossible that he had no way of knowing, but thinking back he wasn’t sure. He realized now that stepping onto that shiphadfelt different, though he’d never given it a second thought. Like he told Anya, he’d never wanted to find his mate. Abhorred the idea of it his whole life. Could he have perceived his mate in some way and ignored his instincts?


  Unconsciously convincing himself that she was fine where she was? Was it truly possible that he’d denied her and left her there to suffer? For years?


  He touched the chain around his neck. Anya had given it back to him just before he’d left, along with the sweetest kiss to his lips.


  How could she look so determined and utterly lost at the same time?


  He supposed she imagined the necklacewasa parting gift. Something to remember her by. She truly feared she was going back. But there was no way he would al ow that. Not when he had just found her.


  His mate.


  And oh did he want her, like nothing he’d ever wanted before. She was perfect for him in every way. Knowing her now, how could he have ever not wanted to find her?If he’d know was a perfect creature he was destined for, he would have torn apart the universe to find her.


  In bed Anya had hinted that when this was over she might accept him. The thought made his blood fire, time to deal with the one thing standing in his way.


  Darius wasted no time with establishing contact. He was already on the screen demanding a report when Sebastian entered the room.


  You bastard! I’l kil you slowly.


  “Darius,” he greeted as formal y as he could.


  “Wel ?” Darius asked impatiently. “Have you found her?”


  “It’s just as I thought. There’s nothing out of the ordinary on my ship. No little girls out of place.”


  Darius remained silent. Leaning back in his chair, he looked down his nose at Sebastian.


  Knowing he wasn’t convincedSebastianadded. “I had every available crew member searching.” Sebastian lied. “No corridor was left unchecked.”


  Eyes growing dark Darius replied in a somber tone. “I know she’s here. I can feel it.”


  Sebastian stifled a growl. The bastard was unusual y determined.For a mere slave?Why this need to persist without cause.


  Unless …


  A terrible suspicion invaded his mind, sinking in his stomach like a lead weight. Was Darius … was he in love with Anya?


  Sebastian mental y shook himself. He needed this man away from his mate. Now! With teeth clenched, and his voice almost a snarl Sebastian said, “I can say with one-hundred percent certainty that you’re wrong. There isno oneon my ship who belongs to you. We have a job to complete and you’ve delayed us long enough.”


  Darius leaned forward, “I want on that ship Sebastian.” The screen went black.


  


  


  Anya paced the room, nervously glancing out the window every few seconds at The Hel Ship. Any second now that ship could turn away … or not.


  Please turn away.


  It didn’t budge.


  Anya sat on the bed, then stood twitting her fingers together, and paced some more. Bastian hadn’t been gone very long, but it should have been enough time to tel Darius she wasn’t onboard. Anya had a real y bad feeling things weren’t going as planned. She knew what she would have to do, and she was ready for it. TheMaradawould safely get away if it was the last thing she did. And she feared it might be.


  At least she was able to leave something of herself with Bastian, a trinket that hopeful y she’d changed the meaning of. She hoped he would use it as a reminder that it was okay to trust sometimes … to love.


  A cold icy chil froze her dead in her tracks. A dreadful y familiar energy slammed into her, an energy that tore the last of her hope straight from her chest.


  Her breath left her.


  Oh gods no!


  TheExtarga’s weapons were powering up. Darius was going to attack.


  


  She barely had time to turn before the first shot rocked the ship, then another. Her heart sank in her chest, and adrenalin spiked. This was it. Sebastian had his chance, and it hadn’t worked. Now it was her turn. Thundering her way down the stairs Anya burst into the control room, where things seemed to have gone into a strange organized chaos.


  Sebastian was screaming orders. “Al available power to shields! Aidan! Get us the fuck out of here!”


  Someone yel ed, “Shields down to eighty-one percent!”


  “Let’s keep it there!” Sebastian replied.


  Another round of heavy blasts shook the ship.


  “Shields at sixty-seven percent!”


  “Fuck!” Over the loud speaker Sebastian ordered. “Al gunmen to their stations! Target theExtarga’s weapons and fire at wil !”


  Two more blasts had the crew gripping their stations for balance. With a loud pop, sparks shot out from an electronic box on the wal .


  “Shields, forty-nine percent!”


  “They’re targeting our thrusters!” Aidan yel ed.


  Just then Sebastian noticed her standing in the doorway. “Anya, get back to the room. Better yet go find Sonya and make sure she’s okay. We’l get out of this.”


  Ignoring him she made her way to Aidan’s station.


  “Hey.” Aidan barked when Anya pushed him out of the way. He reached for his console and she slapped his hand away. At a loss,he looked toward Sebastian.


  Bastian must have been stunned too, the room had grown quiet. Until another blow shook the wal s, causing more sparking.


  Revealing a slight bit of panic,a voice rang out,“Shields at thirty percent,Captain!”


  “Anya! This is serious. Get away from Aidan’s station.”


  “Captain!” She addressed him formal y to emphasize that she knew perfectly wel how serious the situation was. “There is only one way we’re going to get out of this alive.” She quickly brought up the code for the warp drive, finding the error and correcting it within seconds.


  Aidan was watching over her shoulder with fascination. “I can’t believe it.” He breathed. “It can’t be that simple.”


  Turning to Sebastian she commanded. “Captain, prepare the ship for warp drive.” Behind her Aidan was scrol ing through the code as if seeing it for the first time.


  “Aidan?” Sebastian cal ed in question.


  “It looks … I mean I can’t be sure but … she may have fixed it.”


  Shaking his head Sebastian replied. “Even if it were in working order, we don’t have the amount of power needed. Anya, leave this to me.”


  Again Anya ignored his request and moved to a compartment on the wal , just beside where Bastian stood. Opening it revealed a tangle of wires.


  The ship shook angrily as three more blasts assaulted the ships exterior.


  “Captain, the shields are down to fourteen percent!”


  “Aidan, resume evasive maneuvers. Get us out of here!”


  In a strong voice that gathered al her intensity she said. “Captain, you must trust me. Prepare the ship for warp. Now!” When he shook his head she pul ed out the one wire that would give her ful access to the ships power and, holding it in one hand, she hovered it over her wrist. Sebastian raised an eyebrow.


  Gravely Anya said. “Once I do this Darius wil know, without a doubt, that I am on this ship. He’s only playing with you now. He wil attack with al his force.


  Please cal the order. Prepare the ship!”


  “Anya …”


  Another round of explosions tore at the ship. A warning alarm sounded, sparks jutting out further from the wal . A ful y panicked voice cal ed out over the noise, “Captain! Shields are down to three percent. We can’t take another hit!”


  With that Anya shoved the exposed wire into her skin, penetrating. A smal trickle of blood flowed down her arm and into the metal of the wire.


  Sebastian’s brows drew together in confusion. “Anya?”


  The pul of the ship was sharp. It drank from her like a hundred-year-old thirst being quenched at last. It also hurt like hel ! More than she thought it would.


  This was a straight draw, and she wasn’t used to that. Soon her wrist became like fire. Anya schooled her features to keep the pain off her face. Bastian didn’t need to see it.


  “Uh,Captain? The shields have spiked! They’ve shot up to ninety-two percent.”


  Jaw dropped, Bastian’s head snapped to her. The look he gave her was as though he wereseeingat a stranger, like he’d never truly seen her before. She had to force herself not to turn away in shame.


  


  Boom. Boom. Boom.


  The blasting renewed with a frenzy, each explosion only mil isecond apart, rendering the ship into a continuous vibrative state. With her connected to the ship, the tremendous thundering was like a force onto itself.


  He knows!


  “Bastian! Do it now!” She pleaded.


  “Shields, eighty-five percent.”


  Final y, he cal ed over the loud speaker. “Attention al . Prepare yourselves for warp drive in ten seconds.” He looked back at Anya, expression unreadable.


  Grateful, she nodded. “Run it for as long as you can. Half a minute at least.”


  Aidan started the countdown. “Ten”


  The fire in Anya’s wrist had spread to her elbow.


  “Nine.”


  In a tone void of emotion Bastian asked. “Wil this harm you?”


  “Eight.”


  “Shields, seventy-one percent!”


  “Seven.”


  Afraid he would back out,Anya lied. “I’l be fine.”


  “Six.”


  TheExtargacontinued battering the ship, each blow like a secondexplosioninside her.


  “When this starts …” She said to Sebastian.


  “Five.”


  “No matter what you see or hear …”


  “Four.”


  “Don’t touch my skin. Okay”


  “Three.”


  Sebastian steadied his gaze.


  “Promise me!”


  “Two.”


  “Why?” He demanded.


  “One.”


  Her vision blurred, going white with nausea as the ship surged into warp. The fire that she’d been able to keep contained in her arm now swal owed her completely. In vain she gasped for air that wasn’t fil ed with liquid heat. Her lungs burned, her skin burned, the blood in her veins burned with every merciless beat of her heart.


  Gripping her wrist tight to keep the wire in place, she leaned her weight against the wal . It felt as though something were reaching into her and clawing at her insides, the pain worsening with each pul of the ship.


  How many seconds had passed?


  How much longer would she suffer?


  TheExtargawould not be able to fol ow as long as enough time had passed in warp. They wouldn’t be able to spare the energy, not without her. The thought made her want to smile through the consuming inferno. Final y she was using her gift for her own purpose, a truly freeing act.


  The pain was nearing the point of agony. Anya bit her tongue to keep from begging for it to stop. Her friends needed her to be strong. Sebastian needed her to be strong.


  Impossibly the fire in her grew hotter, any second she would burn away. Her eyes were closed, hot tears burning their way down her cheeks. She was afraid to open them and see if her skin was actual y aflame. A scream must have escaped her, she could barely hear.


  Sebastian’s voice penetrated, it sounded so far away. “Anya! Stop! Aidan can’t stop it!”


  


  Good. She’d be able to get them as far away as she wanted, as she could stand.


  Suddenly she stopped breathing, or her body was using up al the oxygen so quickly that she felt like no air was coming with each heavy draw of breath.


  Her blood boiled, body contorting from the pain, the suffocating, burning pain growing hotter stil . She screamed again, too much pain.


  


  


  She’s suffering!


  Sebastian’s first instinct was to grab her, but heeding her words, he remained in place. “Anya! Talk to me!”


  She made no sound, no movement. Her jaw was clenched. Was she trying to keep quiet? Keep her pain from showing?He knew shewould do anything toprotect the people on this ship, but how far would she go. The answer scared him.


  “Aidan, cut the warp drive!”


  After a moment Aidan cal ed back. “I … I can’t stop it. For some reason I’m locked out.” He banged at the computer in frustration.


  Just then Anya let out an agonizing sound that tore at Sebastian’s heart. “Anya! Stop!” He pleaded. Either not hearing him or ignoring him completely she didn’t move. He tried again. “Anya,listen to me! Aidan can’t stop it. Whatever you’re doing, it’s hurting you. Stop this or I wil .”


  She screamed again, protectively pul ing her wrist closer into her body …In an attempt to keep it from him?Her eyes were closed tight but tears had begun to escape. Then the strangest thing happened. The tears sizzled on her cheeks before evaporating before his eyes. “Anya! Damn it! That’s enough!”


  When her whole body became clenched in pain he took matters into his own hands. She said not to touch her skin but she didn’t say anything about the wire. Swiftly he gripped the wire and pul ed it clean from the wal . Anya sucked in a harsh breath and slumped to the floor.He felt the thrusters shut down instantly.


  Scooping her up Sebastian mindlessly yel ed out orders. “Find a place to hide. Scan the area, make sure we’re safe. Run diagnostics on the ship, I need to know how damaged it is. Find out where the hel we are. Report to me in ten minutes.”


  With that he left, racing down the hal grumbling. “Dammit Anya. How many times do I need to rush you to the doctor? This wil be the last time. You hear me!” Of course she didn’t. Once more, she was unconscious in his arms. He promised to keep her safe but it seemed an impossible job.


  In his arms she looked so fragile, so easily broken. But, aside from his sister, she was one of the strongest, bravest females he’d ever met. “You’d better get through this one or I’l rip through the underworld to bring you back myself.” Her lips were parted on a breath but she didn’t seem to be taking in any air.


  Dr. Oshwald looked slightly disheveled when he’d entered sickbay. Sebastian lay her down on the bed, then attempted to explain, as best he could, what had happened. Before he was finished, Cale burst through the doors.


  “Here you are! What the fuck was that? Did we seriously just warp? What the fuck happened toher?”


  Oswald placed one hand over her forehead and one over her heart. “Ow.” He pul ed away.


  “What is it?” Both demons said in unison.


  “She’s burning, literal y. Must be two hundred degrees at least. Didn’t you feel it when she was in your arms?”


  “Heatdoesn’taffect demons the same way it might you. Is she alive?”


  “She lives, but barely.”


  Cale growled. “Wel , do something about it Doc!”


  “Both of you out! One demon hovering is bad enough,but two is intolerable.”


  Once outside, Cale slapped Sebastian on the back. “Drink?”


  Knowing there was nothing he could do to help Anya Sebastian reluctantly agreed.


  


  


  “What the hel is going on?” Sonya asked,as Cale approached the bar. Sebastian was seated in a corner booth, head in his hands. “How is it possible that we warped? Not that I’m complaining. I was actual y starting to get a little worried when the bombing wouldn’t stop. The shaking of the ship claimed more than one of my more expensive liquor bottles.” Sonya resumed her nervous cleaning with a semi dirty rag.


  “I haven’t got the whole story yet. Al I’ve been able to pul out of him, is something about Anya powering the ship.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense.”


  Cale shrugged.


  Tossing down the rag Sonya walked toward Sebastian and sat down across from him. Cale fol owed with drinks in hand.Sonya had never been a patient chit.


  


  “Can you please explain to me what’s happened?” She demanded.


  Sensing that he was in great need Cale handed Sebastian the very large,very strong drink. Sebastian took the glass and ingested it with one swal ow.


  “We can get you an I.V. mate. Fil it with a hundred proof.”


  Sonya impatiently crossed her arms.


  “I don’t even understand it myself.” He began. “I’l need to speak with Anya to be sure but, I think,Anya fixed the warp algorithm,and then powered the ship with herbody.”


  With that, Cale sat, and took a deep swig of his own drink. He’d known there was something more to Anya, but this?


  Sonya dropped her arms. After a moment, she replied. “Where is she now?”


  “Sickbay. She was hurt badly doing … whatever it was she did. How could I have let that happen?”


  “Did you know what she was planning?”


  “No. How could I?”


  “Then how could you have known to protect her?”


  “She’s suffered so much, whenIcould have stopped it.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “She’d been on that ship for years, suffering. How long have we been supplying TheExtarga? How many times have I gone aboard to meet with Darius?”


  Sebastian’s fists clenched. “I should have known! I should have felt her presence. I ignored my instincts. Ilefther there! Now she’s suffering again, because I couldn’t keep her safe.”


  Cale wondered, if he were in Bastian’s place, would he feel as responsible. There is no question that he had loved his mate, but some things are just out of your control. Sonya seemed to feel the same.


  “Sebastian,” She sighed. “After seeing you with Anya, the way you are with her, I have no doubt that if you had caught even a hint of her scent, you would never have left that ship until you found her. You can’t blame yourself.”


  “How can you be sure? I denied her for so long when she was so close.”


  “You denied yourself, not her. You must have been blind to your own reactions to her. When she’s in the same room as you, she commands your ful attention.”


  “Is it that obvious?”


  “It couldn’t have been more obvious if you had paintedthis is my mateon your forehead with an arrow pointing to Anya.”


  Sebastian laughed. Sonya could always make that happen. Thankful y Cale was wise enough to let Sonya do the talking. Cale would have just told him to stop being a pansy and get over it. They had more important things to deal with. Like finishing this damn mission, and getting the fuck off this ship for a couple of hours. He had long exhausted his supply of fresh females.


  


  


  Anya had been awake fora fewminutes but only managed to crack her eyes open for a few brief seconds, scanning for Bastian. She quickly took stock in her situation.Hurting. On a bed. Stil alive. She’d caught a glimpse of Dr. Oshwald. She must be in sickbay.But where is Bastian?


  Careful to inhale slowly, her lungs burned with each breath, she tried to imagine what Bastian might be thinking right now. He knew what she was now, and he wasn’t here with her. What if he found what she’d done repulsive? How could he not?


  With a brief, unusual y painful energy scan she determined enough to know that the ship was intact, for the most part. They must have been successful in their escape. That at least was good news. It was some comfort to know she’d helped in the escape. That everyone was safe … for now.


  Now she began to worry for herself. Would Bastian see her as a prize, an asset to keep and use as he pleased? A ships biggest expense was fuel.


  Would he think to use her as Darius had? A tool to be exploited?


  “Anya?” DoctorOshwald’s voice rang out in the quiet little room. “Are you awake child?”


  Her eyelids fluttered in answer but she couldn’t keep them open.


  “You heal almost as quickly as they do. It’s amazing. What are you?”


  “Who?” she managed. Her voice didn’t sound like her own. It was too deep and scratchy. The use of her throat brought renewed pain. She wouldn’t attempt to speak again, for a while at least.


  “The demons.” He replied. “They are one of the fastest healing races. They rarely need my services. Seems you are too, but you real y did a number on yourself. Your insides were nearly mush. I’ve never seen anything like it.” She felt a cool hand on her forehead, the relief was astounding. “Ah, you’re healing very wel indeed. I’m going to use my ability to help it along. Let me know if you feel uncomfortable.”


  


  A very welcome chil rol ed over her, driving out the incessant heat. She hadn’t realized how hot she’d been feeling. But too soon the doctor removed his hand and the heat returned.


  “That’s al I can manage for now. You’ve taken most of my strength as it is.” She could tel he’d moved to his chair and was now sitting. “Rest now, I’l try again in a little while.”


  It didn’t take long for her exhaustion to claim her.


  


  


  


  Chapter 18


  


  “What do you mean she woke?And you didn’t cal me!” Sebastian was fuming.


  Dr. Oshwaldwas surprisingly calm in the face of an enraged demon. He sat at his desk scribbling notes. He didn’t even look up as Sebastian bel owed.


  Nonchalantly Oshwaldsaid, “It was only for a few minutes. She’l wake again. Soon I expect.”


  Anya was lying motionless on the bed. Her color looked better and she seemed to be breathing easier. She was stil the most beautiful thing he’d ever laid eyes on. Grating he replied, “You wil cal me when that happens.” It was an order not a request. The doctor nodded but kept his attention on his paper.


  It had been more than twenty hours since she’d fal en unconscious. Sebastian hadn’t slept a wink. He was too worried for his Anya. Admittedly, the lack of sleep might be making him more irritable than usual. Every minute he was teetering on the Edge.


  The ship had warped for a mere twenty-three seconds and Anya paid a hefty price for it.Something she wil not be doing again.


  She’d succeeded in her goal, however. They were safely away fromExtarga. After Aidan pinpointed their location, they found that they were only a few short days from their destination. What would have taken them more than four months had been reduced to seconds. The amount of power the ship must have consumed was incomprehensible.


  He placed a hand on Anya’s cheek, rubbing lightly with his thumb. Her blond hair curled around her face in disarray, with her wee pointed ears sticking out from the mess. He wil ed her to show him once more the vivid blue of her eyes. After a moment of watching her sleep Sebastian got up to leave, giving the doctor a meaningful glare before the left.


  Al over the ship repairs were being made. The damage was surprisingly minimal. The shields held up wel and were the first thing to be repaired. Just in case. Surprisingly, the wards had acted as a kind of second shield.


  The thrusters had taken some damage but nothing that would cripple the ship. They were back on course, and traveling at adequate speed.


  As soon as Sebastian entered the control room, he wasbombardedwith questions about Anya’s wel being. Al the crew who were present and knew what had happened were grateful to her, most had already visited her more than once.


  Sebastian had given a hush order—no one was to speak of the events that had transpired—the less who knew of Anya’s gift the better. He knew now that anyone with a questionable character might view her with greedy eyes. Think to use her for their own gain. He knew now why Darius wanted her so badly.


  Eager for news Aidan asked, “Is she awake yet?”


  Solemnly Sebastian shook his head. Aidan’s shoulders slumped. “The doctor is confident it wil be soon.” He encouraged. Changing the subject he said,


  “Let’s establish contact with Ethanule.” They should be close enough now tocommunicate with the pirate.


  After a moment Ethanule was on the screen, he smiled wide when he saw Sebastian. “Good Captain, how goes it?” He spoke like an aristocrat, not like the pirate he was known to be.


  Sebastian replied, “Al is wel . We are a few days out now.”


  “What quick service. I wasn’t expecting you for months. You must have a very fast ship, indeed.”


  Ethanule’s hair was straight, cut to his shoulders, and so blond it almost looked white, three braids hung heavily decorated with gold and red beads. He looked young, but that could be deceiving. Ethanule couldbeas old as Sebastian, from his infamous reputation he probably was.


  His clothes looked expensive for a pirate, tailored even. He obviously took pride in his dress. A deeply red petticoat adorned with gold trim and buttons accentuated the shape of his torso. The long sleeves and inner pockets most likely concealed more than one weapon. Under that was a black shirt, the fabric was surely top of the line. Gold rings decorated his fingers, two on one hand and one on the other. No doubt there was gold around his neck as wel .


  Pirates adored gold in every form. Only his upper half was shown on the large screen but Sebastian was sure his lower half was just as decorated.


  Though his outward appearance was that of a spoiled young man of wealth, he held himself like any pirate would. A strong jaw, back straight, cocky grin, deadly aura.


  “Maradaholds up wel under pressure.”


  “Is my package safe?” He said, getting right to the point.


  “As I said, al is wel .”


  Ethanule narrowed his eyes. “There are rumors of an attack, are you certain nothing of mine was damaged?”


  How could he know that?


  Ethanule answered the question not yet spoken. “My influence is extensive. I have spies everywhere.”


  “The damage was nothing, we escaped with only scratches.” He wished he could say the same for Anya.


  “What luck.” He drawled. “I’l have my men send you the exact coordinates. I look forward to concluding our business together.”


  


  Sebastian could not agree more, “As do I.”


  Ethanule’smenwere rumored to be of the Denaloid race. A race of beings made up entirely of males. No females were ever born. The males perform the roles of mother and father. Conception worked the same as any male female relationship, only conception was between two males. Sebastian didn’t even want to think about how that worked.


  Just then his console beeped, it was a direct cal from sickbay. With a push of a button, he answered it. “Doctor?”


  “She’s awake.”


  The crew had heard and the room erupted in cheers. He himself let out a breath of relief. “I’l be right there.”


  


  


  Anya’s heart pounded in her chest. When she woke this time the doctor hadn’t said a word. He only went to the intercom on his desk and said to someone on the other end “She’s awake.” She both hoped and dreaded that he’d cal ed Sebastian.


  Soon enough his massive body came strol ing through the door. He’d changed clothes since she’d last seen him. How long had she been out? His familiar deep gold eyes swam with emotion but she couldn’t read him. She was too weak and … afraid to know the truth.


  Motionless he stared at her, she stared back. When his jaw clenched she knew he must no longer care for her. It reminded her of the first time they’d meet, with her, lying in this very spot, him, cold and distant. Turning away, shame consuming—she was right, she was too abnormal—


  “You are never to put yourself through that again!” For the first time, his voice was unsteady. It made her look at him again.


  She saw it now, the fear and love in his eyes.


  “Do you real y mean that?” Her throat was stil sore and it hurt to speak but she had to be sure.


  In two strides he was by her side, his hands caged around her face, he placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “This is not a request, it’s an order. You are never to do anything like that again. Promise me.”


  Her face, frozen in shock, she couldn’t believe what he was saying. Hedidn’twant her to use her gift. How could he be so wonderful? Perhaps she was misunderstanding … or more likely dreaming. “You realize I supplied your ship with power?” He nodded. “And youdon’twant me to do it again?”


  “Are you kidding me? You nearly died. No I don’t want you to do it again. Ever!”


  Every muscle in her seemed to relax. Then she laughed.Laughed!With al the pain she was feeling at the moment, she couldn’t keep herself from outright laughing. “Gods,” she said. “Who is this dream you’ve given me?”


  Sebastian kissed her again and this time she kissed him back. “No dream love, flesh and bone, and al yours.” He took her wrist and placed a kiss where her already healed wound was. “I’ve never been more afraid of anything in my life, than I was of losing you. Never again, okay?”


  Her smile faded slightly. Sighing she replied. “Bastian, you have no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say that.” Sheepishly she shrugged, “I feared your reaction would be different. But if placed in a similar situation, where the choice is death or save my fam … friends, I wil always make the same choice.” When he opened his mouth to protest she quickly repeated. “Always. I wil never promise otherwise.”


  For a moment he said nothing, a muscle ticked in his jaw. “Then promise me this. You wil not do it if there are any other options, or if I can think of any other options, or if anyone else can think of any other options, or if there is time to think of any other options …” He stopped to think. “And never to that extreme. Four five seconds, max, never more than ten and you’l stop if you start to feel pain …”


  “Enough,” She laughed. “You’l make it impossible to justify using my gift at al .” Which honestly didn’t sound so bad to her.


  “That’s the point.”


  Anya rested her head back against her pil ow. She was losing strength again. Sebastian must have noticed.


  “Do you need to rest? I could—”


  “No don’t go.” She interrupted.


  “I won’t. I wil just sit here until you fal asleep.”


  “What I’d real y like is a real bed. I’m strong enough now that I shouldn’t need the doctor, plus I’ve exhausted him as it is.”


  “I wil take you to your room then.” Sebastian offered.


  “Can I … I mean, would you mind if I slept in your bed?”


  “Of course, it’l give me easier access.” Bastian lifted her in his arms. She could feel the muscles contracting. He held so gently, as though he was afraid he would break her.


  Soon she was under his covers, gazing out at the clear view of space.No ship in sight. Sebastian changed into a loose pair of pants and slipped in beside her. Warm in his protective arms she nuzzled his chest and inhaled his masculine scent.


  “Why didn’t you tel me?” He squeezed her lightly.


  “I was afraid you would look at me differently. Treat me different.”


  


  “I was afraid you would look at me differently. Treat me different.”


  “You thought I’d want to use you?” She nodded. “I would never want to hurt you like that.”


  “What if it didn’t hurt me? Would you …”


  “I would stil want it to be your choice. But it does hurt you.” He grated. “What of before? With Darius? Did you nearly die each time he used you?”


  “I remember in the beginning it was … bad. I was only a child when he started the experiments.


  “Experiments?”


  “To see how much I could take.” Sebastian squeezed her again. “Eventual y, I began to adapt. The pain lessened.” Anya turned her head to look up at Bastian. “I think that’s why it was so bad this time. I’m unused to this ship. If I’d had more experience, started slower …”


  “Not going to happen.”


  “Just a theory. Anyway, I stil couldn’t be hooked up for more than a few seconds at a time and Darius wanted more. So he built a contraption that siphoned out my energy slowly. It hurt less but it lasted longer. A lot longer. Sometimes I would go unconscious, I never knew for how long.”


  “I’m going to kil him.” He rasped.


  “I can’t talk you out of it. Can I?”


  “Nope.”


  “What about me? Where wil I be while you’re off searching for a way to get on his ship, past his sensors, and through his guards? He never leaves it you know. Do you think he’l ever let you near him again?”


  Ignoring her rant, “I plan to leave you hidden in a safe place. Sonya and Marik wil stay with you. Calic has decided to join me.”


  “Oh gods, not the both of you.”


  “Let’s not talk of this now. You need to rest and I don’t want to upset you.”


  Nodding she lay her head on the pil ow, but this wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. She would just have to convince him to go into hiding with her.


  Somehow.


  


  


  


  Chapter 19


  


  Anya sat in the sanctuary, soaking up the quiet nature. An artificial cool breeze tickled her skin. She knew it wasn’t the real thing but after so long without it, it was a godsend.


  Being here, made her feel normal again. The last few days have been … different. She was changing. Her gift was becoming clearer and more sensitive.


  She knew one floor down there were two maintenance workers making repairs and not too far away a couplewasmaking love, their energy was like a dance. She knew Bastian was in the hal way right now, just about to enter the sanctuary.


  Two seconds later he was loping toward her in al his sexy masculinity. His face lit up when he spotted her, the lips that played her body like a finely tuned instrument morphing into a lopsided grin. The intensity of his golden eyes always took her breath.


  His energy told her he was delighted to find her and a little aroused at seeing her—which madehera little aroused—butheworried for her at the same time.


  “Here you are.” He said, sitting down beside her. “Why are you here alone?”


  “It’s peaceful here. Quiet.”


  “It’s not peaceful inmyroom? Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you’re feeling wel enough to get back into your routine, but you cannot believe the disappointment I felt when I didn’t find a beautiful half-naked woman in my bed.”


  Anya couldn’t help her smile. “I wanted to do some training.” And get away from the energy-chaos of the control room just below. It had begun to overwhelm her. So, even though she wasn’t feeling one-hundred percent, she decided it was as good a time as any to get out of there. She thought a little workoutwould make her feel better, but training with Cale had been something new entirely.


  “I know, I spoke with Cale.” Sebastian’s voice hardened. “He’s lucky I let him go without a serious limp after what he did.”


  “He was only trying to help.” It was more of a reckless experiment.


  After finding Cale in the training room his first comment was, “About time.” Then they’d begun a new kind of training. Anya was hesitant at first, but Cale could talk a lead weight into flying.


  Grabbing a light bulb straight from a socket,Cale held it between two fingers in front of him and told her toturn it on. She’d snorted, but he only raised an eyebrow and waited. Anya assured him that she wouldn’t be able to unless she was touching it,but he persisted. Placating himAnyaconcentrated on the light bulb, feeling very sil y in doing so.


  Cale was extraordinarily patient, standing motionless for an hour while nothing happened. Just before she was about to give up, she tried one last time and everything around her went quiet. There was a buzzing deep inside her. On instinct she grasped hold of it, holding it in her mind. Slowly her body became electrified, her skin hummed with energy.


  Then she became acutely aware of her surroundings. Inside the wal s, wires passed energy back and forth, she could feel the movement, like a control ed wind.


  In Cale’s hand the light bulb came into focus. It too began to hum. Gathering energy inside her was like a tight bal of pulsing current, instinctively she threw it at the bulb.


  Softly it flickered.


  They both sucked in a breath.


  Then it began to glow, brighter and brighter, il uminating Cale’s shocked features.


  Boom!


  It exploded like a tiny bomb. Cale dropped what was left of the casing and covered his face with his hand.


  “Cale! Are you okay?” He looked at her and she gasped. Glass shards penetrated his skin. One eye was closed, bleeding, and beginning to swel . “Oh, gods! Cale I’m so sorry. I … Are yousmiling?”


  “That was the shit!”


  “But your eye …”


  “In an hour it’l heal. Next time I won’t be looking straight at the bulb.”


  “Next time!”


  “Yeah, you’re going to do that again.” Eagerly he scrambled for another light bulb. “Try not to blow it up this time.”


  They’d gone through seven light bulbs, al exploded.


  Beside her,Bastian seethed. “Know that I’m not happy about this. I thought we had an agreement. No more using your gift.”


  “We agreed that I wouldn’t use it on the ship, unless absolutely necessary.” She quickly added then looked away, to hide her worried look.


  


  “What is it? Are you stil feeling—”


  “No I’m fine. It’s just … I feel like I’m changing. My gift is changing, or growing, or something. I need to get a handle on it or I’m afraid it wil consume me.


  Training with Cale this morning felt … right. If I can learn to harness it, then maybe next time I won’t almost die.”


  “There isn’t going to be a next time.”


  “There might be. And even if there isn’t,I stil feel like I should explore my gift, instead of burying it.”


  Bastian gave her a weary look but nodded, seeing that this was important to her. “I want you to be careful, go slow.”


  “I wil on one condition.” He raised an eyebrow. “You give up on Darius.”


  “No deal.”


  “Then I want to go with you.” Secretly she thought if she could evolve her gift,then she could help in taking Darius out. But she knew there was no way Sebastian would wil ingly let her anywhere near him again. In the back of her mind she knew she was grasping at straws, but what else could she do. She didn’t feel right about letting Sebastian risk his life—and Cale’s too—forherrevenge.


  “Again, no deal.”


  Anya’s shoulders slumped. “I’l be so worried if you go.”


  “I know, but he is a threat to you. It’s the only way I know to keep you safe. Tel you what, I’l let you choose the place where you, Marik, and Sonya wil stay until Cale and I get back.”


  Hmm … an opportunity?She could reject every place they show her. She would keep Bastian so busy looking for the perfect hideout he would never be able to go after Darius.


  “And no turning down every location just to keep me with you.” His lips twitched.


  Damn. She pursed her lips in displeasure.


  Bastian chuckled.


  


  


  “What do you mean you told her she could go!” Sebastian bel owed.Was everyone working against him?


  In the control room, Cale was seated at his station waiting for the ship to dock. Sonya had just entered—Anya trailing behind—to give him this nasty bit of news.


  Blithely Sonya replied, “It’s not a big deal.”


  “The hel it isn’t, these are pirates we’re talking about.”


  “You don’t seem to mind thatI’mgoing.” Sonya countered.


  “Sunny, you can take care of yourself, for the most part.”


  “What do you meanfor the most part?”


  Anya interjected. “Iwantto go. I’m getting al stark crazy.”


  “It’s stir crazy.” Sebastian grumbled.


  They were but minutes from reaching the coordinates Ethanule had given them. The expedition crew was to be himself, Cale, Sonya, Aidan, and a few other crew members. The party was big for a reason. Safety in numbers. He thought with three demons any problems would be quickly subdued, but that was before the addition of Anya.


  “I don’t feel right about this.” Sebastian’s instincts were screaming at him.Keep her safe!


  “Please, I real y do want to go. Besides, I’l have three surly demons to protect me.” She said, echoing his thoughts. “I promise to stay out of the way.” Her big blue eyes beseeched. As if he could say no, to something she desired.


  Grudgingly he said, “Fine, but stay near me at al times, and keep quiet.” Her smile was radiant, making him greedy for her. Once this was finished, he’d set to claiming his mate once and for al .


  Cale rol ed his eyes. “Ah, enough with the sweetness, it leaves a bad taste in my mouth.” To Aidan he said, “Hey mate, where is this place. Thought we’d be there by now.”


  “I’ve checked the coordinates three times. We should be right on top of it. I’ve been scanning the area, there’s nothing here.”


  Col ectively the room went quiet.


  “Trap?” Cale suggested.


  Just then Aidan’s computer chirped, indicated an incoming transmission.


  


  Ethanule appeared on screen, seated in a chair that bordered on a throne. His dress was that of before, aristocratical y precise, with his deep-green petticoat and gold buckles that decorated each pocket.


  Sebastian noticed a tilt of Anya’s head as she appraised Ethanule.


  Gritting his teeth Sebastian said, “Is this some kind of trick? We’ve fol owed your directions. Why are you not here?”


  “Wel we’ve moved of course.”


  Sonya chimed in, “Obviously.”


  Ethanule’s gaze trailed down the length of Sonya’s body and slowly back up. Menacingly,Cale stoodto his ful height,and Sebastian moved to block his view of both Sonya and Anya.


  Anya merely peeked around his massive body, while Sonya pushed him aside, brazenly crossing her arms in chal enging gesture. Her tail flicked as a sign of her irritation.


  “Nice tail.” Ethanule said.


  “What’s your game pirate?” Cale snapped.


  Phlegmatic he replied, “There’s no game. The move was unavoidable. You’l see when you get here. I’m sending you a secure signal. Trace it. I’l expect you soon.” The screen went black.


  Sonya humphed, “What a pompous ass!”


  “Wel that pompous ass is going to get us our pay and get these wards down so we can get the fuck off this ship already.” Cale snapped.


  Aidan cal ed from hisconsole, “Captain, I have a trace on the signal. I’d say we can be there in two hours.”


  “Good, let’s finish this. Approach cautiously. Keep your eyes open for anything.”


  Out of the corner of his eye he saw Anya mouth to Sonya, “He looked nice.”


  “Sweetie,” she replied. “Your record with men is one-in-zero, and your taste,”—glancing at Sebastian—“is questionable. Trust me, that pirate has one hel of an ego on him.”


  


  


  Sebastian made a gesture to Sonya that Anya had come to know as flipping-the-bird. Sonya returned the gesture with a playful grin.


  Cale added to Sonya, “His ego couldn’t possibly be bigger than yours.”


  “Bite me Cale,” Sonya replied.


  “Not if you were the last female left in the universe.”


  Anya could only smile at the way the siblings interacted. It was rough but at the same time cute, in a way. They obviously loved each other but ripped on each other relentlessly. She loved it.


  


  Ethanule, to say the least, was intriguing. She couldn’t get a read on him—since he wasn’t actual y in the room—but … there was something odd about him.


  In her ear Sebastian whispered. “Is it necessary that you go? We’l have plenty of time forsightseeinglater. I can show you worlds the likes of which you could not imagine. A pirate’s lair would be anything but interesting in comparison.”


  “How could you say what would be interesting to me and what wouldn’t? I think a pirate’slairshould be very interesting.” And, she added to herself, if Sebastian was going then so would she. Anya intended to prove that he didn’t need to leave her behind for any reason.


  The groupwatched through the large window as they came upon thick clusters of space debris, smal at first,but asMaradaprogressed the smal dust and debris grew into smal rocks, and then boulders, and larger stil . Aidan had to maneuver the ship around them.


  “I think we’re here.” Aidan final y said.


  Leaning forward al Anyacould see was a huge asteroid. And they were heading right for it.


  The ship began to slow, Sebastian and the others watched quietly. Then she noticed a notch in the rock that looked deliberate. The lines were too straight to be of natural formation.


  “His base is inside an asteroid?” Sonya said credulously.


  Aidan eased the ship into the docking station. As they crossed the threshold, Anya felt a powerful release of energy. Sebastian noticed her slight intake of breath and gave her a questioning look. “I think I just felt the wards dissipate.”


  Behind them a thick metal wal dropped down, closing with a heavy sound. Loud whooshing sounds indicated that the docking bay was being securely sealed and pressurized.


  “Al right,” Sebastian had transitioned into captain mode. “Let’s go. Anya stays behind me. The rest fol ow behind her.” Sonya exited the ship at Anya’s side. Aidan and Cale took up the rear. Cale carried the package they’d come al this way to deliver.


  Two strong looking males greeted them. Fairly handsome, they both had light colored hair and deeply tanned skin. Saying nothing,the guards bowed politely, turned, and indicated that the group was to fol ow.


  At an unhurried pace they walked through bare hal s that were carved from the rock, dirt, and ice that made up the core of the asteroid. Lights were hung garishly along one side of the cave-like structures il uminating their way every few hundred feet or so. A fine dust and bits of rock covered the floor.


  And the smel was amazing. It was dirty and dingy and didn’t smel particularly great, but it was raw. Anya inhaled deeply, remembering the smel of dirt.


  The two silent men lead them through a maze of dark identical caves until they reached a brightly lit large open area,where the ceiling was carved twice as high and curved near the top.


  More men that resembled the two they’d been fol owing lined the outer edge of the room and Ethanule sat, kingly, against the far wal . Studiously he raked his gaze over the group, lingering briefly on Anya, then Sonya, then final y the package in Cale’s arms. His eyes twinkled.


  “Thank you,” He started. “Your services are much appreciated. You have no idea how important these are to me.”


  Anya figured thethesehe’d referred to was whatever was in the box and dismissed his phrasing. She was more interested in the odd energy she was reading from him.


  Sebastian replied. “You’re welcome of course. I trust the wards were taken care of when we entered?”


  “Of course, of course, there is nothing to worry about.”


  With a tilt to his lips, Ethanule focused on her again. Anya couldn’t put her finger on it, but there was something strange in his essence.


  Bastian took a step closer, “I assume that our pay is ready as wel ?”


  Ethanule smiled.


  Until nowAnya had been ignoring the energy imprints of the guards because they’d been nothing but benign, but the shift crashed into her. “Bastian the guards!” It was too late, when she turned to him a dart had already penetrated his neck. Bel owing he crumbled to her feet. The others were taken down just as quickly.


  She felt a prick in her arm. Looking down, a dart was there. She had time to pul it out before everything went black.


  


  


  


  Chapter 20


  


  A steady cloud of haze blanketed Anya’s mind. Her body was heavy, and sluggish to respond. Clumsily she pushed a lock of hair out of her face and rubbed her tired eyes.


  Cool air swept over her face but the rest of her body was quite warm.


  Recal ing the point of a dart sticking out of her flesh, she squinted, slowly opening her eyes. Dark red-brown blocks of a wal faced her. Rising up on her elbows she surveyed the rest of her surroundings.


  She was in a smal cel , alone.


  Where were Sebastian and the others?


  The same dark blocks that made up the wal s also lined the floor. She could tel they were thick, maybe by a foot. The only way out, a single heavy door with a smal barred window placed just high enough that she would need to jump to see out of it.


  Compared with the overal look of the cel , the accommodations were surprising. Instead of waking up shivering on a cold floor she was on a soft mattress and pil ow, a plush blanket wrapped around her. There was a tray of food sitting just beside the door. On closer inspection she expected it to be old or spoiled but it wasn’t. It looked … fresh.


  Odd.


  Not knowing what else to do Anya pushed the blanket off her and moved to the door. To her great disappointment the lock was the kind that required a metal key. She pushed on the door—knowing it wouldn’t budge—but stil she had to try.


  Sensing Sebastian was near she whispered, “Sebastian?”


  “Anya!” His voice rang out fol owed by a loud clang as if he’d slammed into a cel door of his own. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine. Where is everyone?”


  Sonya answered. “We’re al here.” The sound of their voices was close.


  “You’re al where?”


  “We’re al together in this cel , sounds like we’re just next to you.”


  “Why am I not with you?”


  “We don’t know.”


  Sebastian snarled, “Have they hurt you? Why have you not made yourself known until now?”


  “I just woke up. When did you wake up?”


  “A couple of days ago,” He sounded exhausted.


  “Days? Have I been sleeping that long?”


  Sonya’s voice again, “Aidan only woke up a few hours ago. Some of the others are stil out. Sebastian, Cale, and I were the first to wake. Let me tel you what a blast that has been,” she added sarcastical y. “Whatever they shot us with was potent enough to take down a demon so it’s having a stronger effect on everyone else.”


  “What about theMarada? What of the people on board?”


  “We don’t know.”


  Three loud bangs echoed outside her door, fol owed by a snarling Sebastian.


  “What was that?” Anya asked.


  Blasé Sonya replied, “Sebastian and Cale have been taking turns getting intimately acquainted with a five inch thick metal door.”


  She heard Cale say, “Anya, can you … you know … with your lock?”


  Sebastian interrupted, “No, we’l find another way.”


  Confused Anya replied, “What do you mean? The locks need a key” Her statement was fol owed by a brief silence.


  “Your lock isn’t electronic?”


  “No.”


  “Fuck.” Cale said bleakly.


  


  “What’s the matter?” She asked.


  “Ours is.”


  Anya digested this information. The cel with al the demons and crew members was secured by an electronic lock, and hers was not. Could the pirates know of her ability? Had they taken this precaution because they knew she could breach a mechanized lock?


  “Dammit,” Sebastian bit out. “Anya, I’l get you out of there.”


  “Actual y,” a new voice corrected. “I’l get her out of there.” It was Ethanule.


  A string of curses flew fromal threedemons lips.


  “Energetic bunch you al are.” Ethanule said, ignoring their graphic threats.


  Anya backed away from the door when she heard the sound of a key being inserted.


  Click.


  Ethanule was tal er than she thought he would be, as tal as Sebastian and his frame just as big. He wore a long dark coat over a deep-red sweater, black pants and thick black boots. The only trinkets he wore were the thick gold bands on his fingers.


  Ethanule smiled at her appraisal of him and bowed. “You like?”


  With disdain she replied, “Why have you locked us up?”


  Tilting his head in confusion he said, “To keep you from leaving of course.”


  Obviously. “Why would you want to do that?”


  He shrugged, “To answer that I’l need you to come with me.”


  Sebastian howled, “Let me out of here, you traitorous vermin. I wil rip your head from your body.”


  To Anya Ethanule said, “Wel , now I wil definitely not be letting him out.” Abruptly he turned. “Fol ow me. My chambers wil provide some much-needed privacy.”


  Anya took a step out of her cel . Two guards lined the wal facing the cel doors. Ethanule kept walking as if he expectedherto just fol ow.


  She did.


  “If you harm a hair on her head you wil regret it!” Sebastian grated.


  From behind her she heard Cale add, “That’s not a threat mate, that’s a fact.”


  When they reached one of the dim hal ways Ethanule commented to himself, “Fascinating. Loyalty in demons is hard to come by.” He gave her an admiring glance and walked on. “I apologize about the tranquilizer dart. I hadn’t wanted you to sleep quite so long and that particular dart was not meant for you, but … no harm done.”


  “Thank you for your concern,” Anya said, mimicking Sonya’s sarcastic tone. “Why don’t you get to the point?”


  “Just as impatient as your demons, aren’t you?” Ethanule stopped and opened a large door, gesturing for her to enter. When she didn’t he said, “Come on, I wil not harm you.”


  “You’l understand if I don’t believe you.”


  “Pirates honor.”


  Anya entered the room, not because she trusted him, but because she knew he wasn’t real y giving her a choice. Two of his guards had fol owed close behind them.


  The room was magnificent in its splendor. Red, orange, and green linen draped the entire room, floor to ceiling. The floor was not dirt and dust but a spread of lush burgundy carpet. Lanterns lined the wal s and hung from the ceiling, giving off a warm glow throughout the room.


  There were three large chairs arranged around a smal table. One large desk sat against the wal opposite the door, a large heavy looking book lay atop it, the cover and spine shimmered with gold.


  Next to the desk, now open and empty, was the package Cale had been carrying—the package that Sebastian was supposed to have been paid for.


  Her rage flared.


  She heard a soft click and turned to see that Ethanule had closed the door behind him, watching her intently. No guards had fol owed. Anya took an involuntary step back into her fighting stance. He only smiled, enraging her further.


  “Brave little one.” He stepped forward and she lunged. She realized her mistake immediately but it was too late. He grabbed her wrist and twisted her around so that he was at her back and had managed to lock both her hands in place behind her. Cale had demonstrated a similar move many times, and she chastised herself for not seeing it coming.


  Hadn’t even got in a hit.


  


  Securing both her hands in one of his Ethanule raised a hand to her face. She flinched expecting him to strike her, but he only moved her hair aside, revealing one pointed ear. Her heart began to thunder.


  “What?” she feigned nonchalance as she struggled against his hold. “Never seen pointed ears before?”


  “I’ve seen ears like yours more often than you might think.”


  Ceasing her struggles, “You have?” Interest rapidly replaced fear.Could he know of my people?


  “Yes. I’l tel you about it if you like, though I much prefer conversations face to face. If I let you go wil you promise not to attack me again?”


  She nodded, not sure if she real y meant it.


  As soon as he released her Anya darted away from him. As if trying to project a nonthreatening persona, Ethanule took a seat in one of the nearby chairs.


  Leaning back he crossed his arms over his chest, looking very relaxed. But the fact that he’d just subdued her without any effort kept her on guard. Anya moved to put one of the other large chairs between them. Not that it would stop him if he wanted to get to her, but it would give her time to react if she needed.


  “Please have a seat. I’ve already given my word that I wil not hurt you.”


  “My friends are locked up against their wil . Some of them are stil unconscious from the drug you pumped into them. The word of a pirate does not hold much weight with me at the moment.”


  “Touché,” Is al he said,and resumed watching her.


  For the moment, his energy was benign. There was also something more. A familiarity. Almost as if … “Tel me, where have you seen ears like mine?”


  “Before we get to that, would you like a drink? Something to eat?” Choleric she waited for an answer. “You must be hungry after two days of restful sleep.”


  Again she only stared. “Suit yourself.” When Ethanule stood she jumped back. He gave her a chafed look as he moved past her to stand behind the desk.


  Placing a hand on the large book he said, “This book wil tel you everything you need to know, everything you want to know. Al you need to do, Analia, is open it.”


  Anya stood motionless for a moment.He’d used her given name.


  Reading her expression he added, “Yes, I know who you are.”


  Did he know what she could do?


  As if he’d read her thoughts he added, “I know more about you than you might think.”


  “Like what?”


  “You don’t remember your people, your home planet, what happened there.”


  She looked at the book and then at the empty package on the floor. “Is that book what we came to deliver?” He nodded. “And it holds the answers that I seek?”


  “Yes.”


  The book was as thick as her fist by two. The cover was dark red leather framed by a decorative gold border that weaved over the front and back. It radiated an energy of magic, similar to the wards she’d felt on theMarada.


  “But you seek these answers as wel ?” Anya surmised.


  “I do.”


  “Why then,do you need me? Why not just open the book and see for yourself.”


  He gave her a knowing smile. “It’s been enchanted to open for only three people in the universe.”


  Three?“And somehow I’m one of the three? Where are the others?”Were they like her?


  “That’s what I hope to find out.”


  To exploit them?


  If what he claimed was true, then this book would hold the answers to her lost people. And if she opened it here-and-now, then this pirate wil have that information as wel . What if this knowledge was locked away for a reason? What if her people were in hiding because of people like Darius and this pirate? Moving in close, “How do I open it?”


  “You must only touch the lock.”


  Placing her hands on the book she ran them over the cover, the aura she felt was comforting.


  “Tel me,” he said from behind her. “What do you know of a man named Darius?”


  Anya grabbed the heavy book with both hands and heaved it off the desk, her aim was perfect—though the book was much heavier than she’d first imagined—with a loud crack to the skul Ethanule crumbled to the floor. In a delayed reaction her heart began to pound loudly in her chest.


  Clutching the thick book in one arm she turned to the door. The doorknob squeaked lightly as she turned it,and the hal seemed darker after being in the brightly colored room. No guards were in sight. Perhaps they figured Ethanule could handle one smal girl. Inwardly she chuckled.


  Easing the door closed behind her she transferred the weight of the book to her other arm and began retracing her steps. Distant echoes reverberated through the hal . Desperately glancing around,Anya couldn’t see very far. Her senses were more astute than her vision at the moment. She could feel that people were near but not in the same hal way as her. With the sounds of her feet crunching against gravel she kept moving.


  Reassuring herself that she was going the right way she reached out to scan for Sebastian and the others, catching a glimpse of their energy she continued on through a second tunnel. Sebastian’s angry roars confirmed that she was on the right track.


  He quieted as she reached the edge of the chamber, as though he sensed her as wel , no doubt that he did.


  Two guards were stil against a wal , facing the center of the room. She wouldn’t be able to overtake them both. She would have to move quickly before they could catch her. Knowing that she would need both hands to disable the lock Anya laid the book against the wal of the corridor.


  The control for the lock wasjustleft of the door, it looked like the kind that required a keycard. She should have searched Ethanule before she’d left him.


  Too late now. Anya would have to—as Cale would say—pul a light bulb on it.


  But for this to work she would need to be close to the lock, very close, touching would be ideal. Every object emitted its own energy signature and she was unfamiliar with the signatures here. That suggested an unpredictable outcome. With the light bulbs she’d been able to take her time, get a feel for each one, and stil … She could wind up blowing up her friends.


  Shaking herself she focused on her task. Get past the guards, disable the lock.


  Sucking in her chest she shot forward into the chamber, the guards saw her immediately and yel ed their surprise. They didn’t waste time in coming after her but she was ahead of them by a few feet, it was al she needed.


  Reaching out for the lock she focused her energy on it, trying to get inside it with everything she had.


  A large arm wrapped around her torso, pinning her arms to her side.


  “No!” She’d almost been there.


  “Anya!” Sebastian roared.


  As the guard ripped her body back she screamed, “Bastian!” She struggled relentlessly but the guards grip was like a vice, so tight she could hardly breathe. Sebastian roared again, this time his timbre had sounded more ferocious. The sound of flesh ramming into metal rang out from behind the door.


  He was trying to break it down. She didn’t want him to hurt himself but she herself was in pain, so when she cried his name again—meaning to calm him


  —it was like throwing fuel on a flame.


  The guard, she sensed, was confused by the turn of events and unsure of what to do. The door to Sebastian’s cel was visibly bowing with each merciless ram. The guard was riveted, his heart hammering against her back.Dust and rocksbegan to crumblefrom the wal s at the onslaught, and the guard tightened his grip once more, making her gasp and thrash.


  She needed to get the door open before Sebastian real y hurt himself. His energy had spiked to a kil ing rage and would not be calmed unless, “Take your hands off me!” She warned the guard.


  “Shut up!” He replied pul ing out a gun from a holster at his back, aiming it at the door.


  “No! Bastian!” Again she sounded panicked and Sebastian misunderstood and his wild rage worsened. The bone crunching sound of him beating himself against the door was agonizing.


  Fighting against the guards iron grip Anya did the only thing she could think of in her panicked state, she began to focus on the lock once more. Trying to focus on its energy alone, while al of the intensity around her was heightened to a fever pitch, was proving nearly impossible. Every source of energy within two-hundred feet bombarded her senses.


  When Sebastian threw himself at the door once more it was fol owed by a muffled sound of pain. The sound cut her deep in her chest, driving her into an uncontrol able urgency to stop this. With reckless abandon she fixed her attention on every single energy source, al owing it al to flood into her at once. It washed over her like little sparks of light floating in and out of her every cel . Like sizzling bubbles invading her mind and massaging the very essence of her being.


  It felt … good, as though something else inside her was taking over. An instinct that had been buried deep. She relinquished control, heat washed over her, a welcome heat.


  “What the …” The guard released her and backed away stil clutching his weapon. The second guard backed up as wel .


  In her mind the energy began to solidify, becoming like thick wires stringing directly into her. She gripped them and held them tight. The power was massive, unlimited, and al hers.


  The heat was becoming too much.


  Anya hunched over and closed her eyes. She was forgetting why she’d started this. A ringing in her ears flooded her hearing, but Sebastian’s roar pul ed her back from surrendering completely to the overpowering instinct thatthreatened toovercome her.


  The snaking wires had buried themselves deep inside her, intertwined with her essence, and she had to mental y rip them away. The act brought pain.


  With each wire she managed to remove she vaguely comprehended a corresponding popping sound. In one swift pul , she pried them al out at once.


  The dim lights in the room surged bright before erupting in loud pops veiling the room in darkness. Distant pops sounded down the hal way as the chain of light exploded one after the other.


  


  There was a soft click and the door to the cel was unlocked and nearly torn off the hinges by Sebastian. The demons poured out, ready for a fight but the guards had fled. Aidan and the other crew members, stil groggy, fol owed behind.


  Sebastian scooped her up, squeezing her to his chest just as hard as the guard had, but instead of pain she only felt a deep satisfaction at being in his arms again.


  “Let’s get to the ship,” Cale said from out of the darkness.


  “Agreed.” Sebastian, stil holding her, began to move.


  “Wait, the book!” Anya nearly forgot.


  “What book?”


  She pointed through the darkness to where she thought the book might be. Her vision had not yet adjusted to the pitch-black chamber but she figured that Sebastian’s had. Sure enough Sebastian fol owed her directions without the slightest care for his steps.


  “I left a book on the ground here, just by the wal .”


  “Anya, there is no book.”


  “There must be. It must be here.”


  “There is nothing love, we must go.”


  Because she stil couldn’t see clearly, Sebastian continued carrying her as they made their way through the tangle of caves. The demons al seemed to be in silent concurrence about the path they fol owed. When she quietly questioned this Sebastian told her they could smel the ship.


  Eventual y they traveled far enough through the caves that some of the lights remained undamaged, and she had Sebastian set her down.


  As they began to move once more Sebastian froze, putting himself protectively in front of her. “The ship is just up ahead, but we’re not alone.”


  Anya once again felt the familiar energy, Ethanule and roughly ten guards with weapons appeared at their front.


  Ethanule was holding the book.


  “Analia,” Ethanule started. “We seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot. I apologize.”


  She tilted her head, eyes darting between Ethanule and the book in his arms.


  “There are things you need to know, things about our people.”


  “Our people?” Anya asked dimly.


  “We are the same you and I.”


  From behind her Sonya huffed, “Ha! He’s lying.”


  Then he did something staggering. He reached up and brushed his hair to the side, revealing a pointed ear just like hers. Anya sucked in a breath and mindlessly reached out, Sebastian gently pul ed her back.Could it be? After al this time?The whole of her life she’d longed to find one of her own.


  “I was about to tel you just before your pesky crack to my head. That hurt by the way.” He gave a crooked smile as if he were secretly proud of her.


  Ignoring his chide she asked, “Why did you lock us up? Why drug us?”


  “I feared you were being held captive by these demons. There are many who develop an unnatural obsession with our kind. I meant only to protect you.”


  “And the lock on my door?”


  “In—which it seems to be the case—you were with these demons by choice I did not want you able to flee before I could speak with you.”


  “So youdoknow what I can do?”


  “I have been told, yes.”


  He’d been told about her? How? “By who?” Shedemanded.


  Ethanule paused, debating his next words. “Your Father.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 21


  


  Anya swayed on her feet. Sebastian placed a hand on her back to steady her. She leaned against him for support, eyes growing stark she whispered,


  “My Father?” Sebastian felt a slight tremble run through her.


  Ethanule continued, “I can explain everything if you’l let me.”


  Anya narrowed her eyes, “Why did you ask me about Darius?”


  “What!” Sebastian bel owed. He exchanged glances with the others.


  Ethanule noticedtheir unease. “He contacted me, asked me about a woman fitting Analia’s description.” To Anya he said, “I didn’t like what I saw in his eyes when he spoke of you, so I told him I’d seen no such woman.”


  “We must go. Now!” Sebastian motioned his crew forward despite the guards stil blocking their way. “Tel me Ethanule, do you know how far away his ship was when he contacted you?”


  “I do not.” Ethanule al owed them to push past and fol owed beside Sebastian. “Who is this Darius?”


  Sonya Answered, “You spoke of unnatural obsession. Wel he’s the prime example.”


  Stil looking utterly shocked Anya began firing off questions as they walked, “What of my father? Where is he? How did he know I’d come to be here? How is it he knew to tel you of me? Does he stil live? Does he know where I’ve been?”


  Ethanule edged, “As far as I know he lives. As for the other stuff we wil have plenty of time to speak of it later, seems the demon’s in a hurry.”


  Anya halted,looking almost wild. “Does he know where I’ve been?” She repeated.


  With compassion in his voice and heavy sigh Ethanule replied, “Analia, it’s complicated.”


  “Doyouknow?”


  He paused, “I’ve been told very little. But what I was told … I’m…sorry.”


  Sebastian saw the truth of it in his eyes, Ethanule somehow knew something of Anya’s history, and the pirate’s remorse seemed genuine.


  “It’s why I suspected the demons, but now I’m thinking …” He looked to Sebastian, “Darius?”


  Sebastian gave a tight nod. He could only imagine what Anya must be feeling at this moment. She’d just discovered a link to her people, a link to her father, and it seemed both had knowledge of her suffering and done nothing about it. He knew there must be more to the story, had to be, but if Anya asked him to kil Ethanule for her right now, he would, with pleasure. Ethanule must have seen the darkness in Sebastian’s eyes because he took a step back.


  “There’s much I must explain, it’s not as simple as you think. If your Father could have done something I know—“


  “Enough,” Anya interrupted. Sebastian could hear the pain in her voice. “I don’t want to hear any more.” With a firm step, she pushed past them.


  They entered the docking station. The ship was intact, guards al around. Everyone must have been forced to remain on board for the duration of their not-so-hospitable stay. Good, that meant there were fewer people to round up, the faster they can get going.


  From behind him Ethanule said, “I’m coming with you.”


  “Is that what you think?”


  “Remember, I’m the one in control of al the guns.”


  Sebastian spared a glance to a nearby guard and kept moving. Bul ets hurt, but rarely packed the power to incapacitate a demon—especial y a demon as strong as he. Taking a bul et would only enrage him, which in turn would make him stronger.


  Ethanule continued, “It’s important that I explain things to her. I must stay with her until I can. It’s my duty, to my people, my king. After that, if she doesn’t believe what I have to say you can, I don’t know, throw me into space or something.”


  That made Sebastian chuckle, “What is it with your kind and wanting to be thrown into space?”


  “What?”


  “Never mind. She waslookingfor a book earlier. Is that the book you carry?”


  “Yes, but only I can translate it. She’l need me for that.”


  A muscle ticked in Sebastian’s jaw. The thought of Anya needing this male, one of her own kind, for anything, irked him, it brought out his possessive instincts. But if Anya could final y learn about her heritage—something he sensed she was desperate for—then Sebastian would go against his instincts and al ow it. Only if that was what Anya wanted,that is.


  “It’s Anya’s decision.” Sebastian final y said. “I’l abide by her choice.” A deep sense of foreboding washed over him. Sebastian was sure there would be a lot to Ethanule’s story. And he was also sure he wasn’t going to like any of it.


  Sebastian watched as Ethanule crossed the room to speak with Anya. She’d gone to the ship and was waiting impatiently to board. Sebastian signaled everyone to give them space, even though it pained him to do so. His instincts screamed for him to keep them separated.


  “What do you think?” Cale and Sonya had gathered around.


  “I don’t like him.” Sonya sneered. “I don’t trust him, he’s a damn pirate. Anya has wanted to find someone like her and then boom, here he is? It’s too coincidental.”


  Cale added, “I would have loved to see little Anya crack him over the head with that massive book.”


  Sebastian would have loved to see it too. He continued to watch the emotions play over his Anya’s face, fighting the urge to go to her. When her lower lip began to quiver he lost the fight. He was to her in an instant. “What did he say to you?” She reached for him, burrowing her face in his chest. Though it kil ed him to see her hurt, it was also deeply gratifying that she was in his arms, had reachedtohim for comfort. Sebastian laid a soft kiss on the top of her head.


  Ethanule’s eyes flashed with something inscrutable. “I told her that our people are at war,and they are depending on her.”


  “I can’t think,” Anya mumbled to his chest. “Ethanule wants to come with us.” She looked up at him with a mixture of terror and hope. “What do you think?”


  He wanted to tel her to tel this pirate to screw off. They could take the book and find someone else who could translate it. Demons, for one, were very good at deciphering languages of al types. He wanted to tel her she didn’t need Ethanule … for anything. But seeing that glimmer of hope in her eyes he said, “I think you should at least listen to what he has to say.” He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger, “Then if you want I wil kil him for you.”


  With a crooked smile Ethanule scoffed, “You could try demon.” But then he turned hopeful as Anya looked him over, preparing to make her choice.


  “Alright,” Is al she said.


  When they started ascending into the ship Cale asked, “Is it true what these Denaloids do to prisoners? I’ve heard some nasty stuff.” It was rumored that the Denaloids often sexual y abuse the criminals of their race, among other barbaric tortures such as castration.


  Ethanule replied simply, “Just be glad youareunder my protection.”


  Sebastian caught the gleam in Calic’s eye and knew what he was about to suggest. When Cale mentioned his plan to Ethanule, Ethanule answered sarcastical y, “My men would love apetproject.”


  A few minutes later Xandar was being hauled out of the ship and presented to Ethanule’s second-in-command.


  Sebastian noted that Anya watched, detached and distant. She hated the idea of someone suffering, even if they deserved it. Her kind heart would probably feel sorry for him later, but now she was in too much shock from Ethanule’s revelation to offer any kind or protest.


  Sonya was al for it. With pleasure—and artful precision—she cracked Xandar in the face with a heavy right hook. Sebastian knew that right hook wel .


  When sparing he would do everything to avoid it.


  As Xandar slumped in Cale’s and Aidan’s hold Ethanule eyedSonyawith renewed interest, brows raised. Sebastian sometimes forgot how tiny Sonya actual y was,and to anyone who didn’t know her it was shocking that such a smal creature could pack such a mean punch. Sonya gave Ethanule an arrogant wink and flicked her tail before going to stand beside Anya.


  The fact that Sebastian had been ferrying around a predator weighed heavily on his conscience. The number of victims under Xandar’s belt is unknown, but in Sebastian’s opinion one is one too many. Now Xandar begged for mercy, which was more than his victims had been al otted. The doors to the ship closed with a loud ominous sound, condemning Xandar to his fate.


  Inside, quick little Sonya already had a dagger to Ethanule’s throat, a hardness to her gaze. “What should we do with the pirate?” Ethanule was looking at her with a strange expression, if Sebastian didn’t know any better he’d say Ethanule was amused by Sonya.


  Anya replied first, “I think you should lock him up.” At that Ethanule’s jaw dropped, looking more shocked at Anya’s comment than the knife at his throat.


  “Sounds good to me, how about you guys?” Both Sebastian and Cale nodded. It was safer to lock him up. They al needed to concentrate on steering clear of theExtarga, and a pirate running around the ship would be a distraction.In fact, it might be best if he remained in confinement indefinitely. Ethanule could do his translating just as wel from behind bars.


  When Sonya began guiding him down the hal Anya cal ed out. “In sickbay please.” The same place she’d been kept, knowing it was more comfortable than the cel s where Xandar had beenincarcerated. Anya with a heart of gold, Cale rol ed his eyes. Sonya looked to Sebastian for confirmation.


  Sebastian nodded, then turned back to see Anya trudging in the opposite direction, head down as though lost in thought, and most likely she was.


  Catching up to her,Sebastian said, “I need to take command now and get us to a safe place. Are you going to be okay?” He wanted more than anything to stay with her, and for her to want him to stay with her.


  “I’l be fine.” Her tone said the opposite. Do you mind if I go lie down in your bed for a while?


  He felt a twinge of satisfaction that she would prefer his bed above her own. “I wouldn’t mind.In factI’d like it if you would stay with me, in my room, from now on. Think of it as your own.” He waited, growing a little nervous when she said nothing. He mused, waiting for an answer from this tiny creature made him more nervous than anything that came before.


  Final y, “I’d like that too.” Then she paused and with an impish grin said. “Your room has a better view.”


  


  


  


  Two days had passed and Anya stil hadn’t visited Ethanule. She’d gone just about everywhere but sickbay, if that was truly where Sonya had taken him.


  She’d been avoiding him and the whole subject of himaltogether. Sonya asked her only one question. “So.” She said. “What do you think?” Anya had only shrugged in response while continuing to take drink orders.


  There seemed to be a mutual consensus among the crew who’d been present on the asteroid to let Anya culminate. Marik asked her questions because he hadn’t been there, but his questions were more along the lines of her state of mind and how she was feeling. His concern gave her insight into what it might have been like to have a big brother.


  Would a big brother have tried to rescue her when her father hadn’t?


  Cale only wanted to know about when she’s struck Ethanule with the book,and how quickly he went down. Cale could be single minded, if it wasn’t women on his mind,it was violence.


  Sebastian hadn’t even brought it up. Each night he would kiss her and hold her, make her feel safe and warm. He wasn’t happy about Ethanule’s presence on the ship, she could tel . But she also knew he was itching for answers almost as bad as she was. She was just afraid what those answers might be. After al this time wondering where she was from, and what came to be of her people …nowshe was afraid to know.


  The book had been brought to Sebastian’s room, he kept insisting she cal ittheirroom but it didn’t feel right yet. The book now sat on the coffee table …


  unopened and neglected. Anya would stare at it sometimes, like right now, feeling a flood of contradictory emotions. Ethanule had said her people were at war and needed her help. Was she being selfish by ignoring the possibility that he was tel ing the truth? But honestly, what couldshedo about it?


  “Blow up a room ful of electronics.” She said dul y.


  And maybe that was enough. She had no knowledge, no prior experience with war. Had no idea what to expect or how to proceed. The demons did, along with much of the crew, but she wouldn’t ask them to get involved. It wasn’t their responsibility.But is it hers?


  Furthermore, if Ethanule was tel ing the truth, how could her father have had the insight to plant Ethanule in her path, in the right place at the right time?


  Had he somehow set up the contract between the Serakians and Sebastian? And just how much did he know about where she’d been for two-hundred-andsome-odd years.


  She was clueless and she knew it. She needed answers. Snatching up the book she made her way toward the one man who could give them to her.


  


  


  Anya slammed the book down on a smal table just outside of Ethanule’s cel . She thought his cel would have included the plush pil ow and blanket that she was al otted,but he had none. She felt a twinge of irritation at that,along with an even stronger sense of sentimentality from the memory.


  Ethanule’s face lit up when he saw her. Hardening her features she demanded, “tel me everything.”


  He tsked. “How can you expect me to remember anything under these harsh conditions?”


  “These conditions are hardly harsh and you know it.”


  “It is lacking,” he replied, “Compared to what I had your cel furnished with? Which I’d say was more like a bed and breakfast.”


  She had to admit, he had her there. “I’m not in charge here. I have no say in how you’re treated so perhaps you should have taken more care of the demons,rather than me.”


  “Oh, but you do have a say. Otherwise, I suspect I’d be in a much more dingy cel , without the comforting companionship of the good doctor over there.”


  From his desk Doctor Oshwald humphed, not bothering to look up from his electronic notepad.


  “At least that’s what the female demon was muttering when she was manhandling me.”


  “Her name is Sonya, and in any case there’s nothing I can do about it now, you may be in here for a while,so you’d better start talking.”


  “You haven’t been eager for information thus far. I’ve been feeling pretty neglected actual y.” When Anya rol ed her eyes he grew serious. “Look, I’ve risked my life and spent a lot of resources, time, and dignity, lowering myself to a common pirate, to get myself in a position to find you. I was a soldier in the king’s elite army before I was sent on this mission. Do you think it was easy to become a high-ranking leader within the ranks of an entirely different race of people? And now that I’ve left them I can never go back and claim the leadership I had worked three hundred-fifty years to acquire, it has already been passed on to my second. I gave it up to fol ow you.”


  “Why! Why go through al that trouble?”


  “Because you are the daughter of the king, third in line to the throne.”


  Anya blinked twice. Breath left her, words left her.It couldn’t be. “What?” Was al she could mouth.


  “Over four hundred years ago your father sent you and your two sisters away, just beforethegreat conflict began. A conflict that is stil under way. Our planet has been under siege since you’ve been gone.”


  Stunned, “I’m only two-hundred years old. You have the wrong person.” She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed by that.


  “With one-hundred percent certainty I can guarantee, you are who I say you are.”


  


  She shook her head, “How can you be sure?” Was it possible that she’d lost more time on The Hel Ship than she’d original y thought? How long had Darius kept her unconscious while he had her hooked up to the ship? It couldn’t have been over half her life … Could it?


  “The book,” Ethanule interrupted her thoughts. “Have you not tried to open the book?” With her eyes vacantly staring at nothing, she shook her head. He continued, “That wil prove it. Only the three daughters of the king wil be able to open it.”


  Anya stared at the book with hesitation. It was mysterious and dark and threatened to turn her world upside down … again. “How do you know any of this?” She asked mindlessly.


  “It’s complicated.”


  She narrowed her gaze. “Yes, you’ve said that before. I think you and I both have time for a complicated story.”


  “And I want my freedom.”


  “I’ve told you, there is nothing I can do …”


  “Bul shit.” He crossed his arms and clamped his mouth shut, signaling that he was done talking.


  She sighed. It was obvious she’d get nothing more out of him, and she wasn’t ready to test out his book theory. Weather she didn’twantto know the truth, or she wanted to hold on to a bit of fantasy just little longer, she wasn’t sure. Lifting the book firmly in her arms she turned for the door, pausing at the threshold to ask, “At least tel me the name of our people.”


  He studied her for a moment. “You truly don’t remember?”


  “No.” A mixture of sorrow and shame coated her voice.


  “We are Faieara.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 22


  


  Faieara he’d said—Fai-ear-ra with a rol of the tongue on the last few syl ables. Anya tested out the word as she made her way to the pub, book in hand.


  She was flooded with a strange feeling at final y being able to associate a name with her people. It was sort of a half-empty-half-ful feeling. She now had a smal part of a very large puzzle.


  Anya’s plight must have been written al over her face for everyone to see because when she entered the pub Sonya took one look at her and started mixing one of her unique concoctions,and motioning her forward to an empty bar stool. Anya took the empty seat, setting the book down beside her, and lifted the pink liquid fil ed glass to her lips. The flavor was sweet and went smoothly down as she gulped.


  “Bad day?” Sonya mused when Anya set the empty glass back on the bar. She immediately began refil ing it.


  “I’m a princess.” Anya blurted.


  Sonya raised an eyebrow at that. “Is that so? It’s not a bad thing to be I guess. Unless,” Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “Do they sacrifice princess where you’re from?” Anya was counting on Sonya to lighten her mood with her flippant personality but when the question made Anya think a little longer than she should have Sonya said in a more serious tone, “No … Do they?”


  Anya shrugged. “I don’t know. Al I’ve learned so far is that my people are cal ed Faieara, they may be involved in a war that has spanned four hundred years or more, my Father sent me, my mother, and apparently two of my sisters away, to avoid capture. And oh yeah, did I mention I might be over four hundred years old, if what Ethanule says is even remotely true, which I don’t know for sure. And somehow he thinks, at least I believe he thinks that I amsomehowcapable of helping our people.” She tapped a finger over her temple, “Did I leave anything out?”


  “Oookay. Take a breath, everything wil be fine.” Sonya was looking at her like she was crazy. “What about the book, what does it say in there?”


  Slumping her shoulders, “I haven’t opened it.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because only three people in the world can open that book, according to Ethanule, and if it does open for me then … wel that makes everything real.


  And if it doesn’t open …?” She didn’t finish her sentence. What exactly would it mean if it didn’t open for her? She would stil be a Faieara. Ethanule was definitely one of her people. She’d known it on some level the moment she was close enough to feel his energy, she just hadn’t recognized it until he’d thrown the obvious in her face. But she wouldn’t be a princess … with a father. A father who’d sent her to The Hel Ship and left her there for possibly four-hundred years.


  Sonya wore a mask of sympathy but her words were cogent, “Either you are who he says you are,or you’re not. Whatever you find out, we’re stil here for you.”


  Anya’s lips thinned into a half smile. “Thanks. It’s just, I’m so close to finding out who I am, final y. But what if he’s wrong?”


  With a crooked smile Sonya replied, “I don’t know princess, what if?”


  “Princess?” Cale appeared from behind her.


  “That’s what the pirate told her she is.”


  “And you’re going to listen to that schmuck?” Cale lifted the book off its stool, placed it on the bar, and took the seat for himself. Then he began fumbling with it. “Wel ? What’s inside this thing that’s so important we had to fly it al the way across the universe in order to find out that it belongs to Anya?”


  Anya opened her mouth to answer but Sonya answered for her, “She hasn’t opened it yet.”


  “Why not?”


  Anya paused,mid shrug when an interesting thought cameto her. “Why don’t you try to open it?” If Cale was able to open it, then everything Ethanule claimed would be in question.


  “Fine.” He said and began pul ing at the book. Anya took a sip of her drink while she watched. “There doesn’t seem to be any kind of lock on it, just this flap that won’t budge.” He wedged it between his legs, trying to pry the cover apart. A vein bulged in his forehead. “Feels like it’s glued shut. If we traveled al the way here for this, then someone is going to pay.”


  “Sonya, why don’t you try?” Anya suggested.


  Sonya nodded, reaching for the book. Dejected,Cale handed it over the bar, where Sonya too began grappling with the cover. Atfirstglance it looked as though the flap was just resting against the book, but not even a corner of it had moved for them.


  Sonya set it on the bar in front of Anya. “Now you try.”


  Anya hesitantly lifted her hand over the flap. At first touch a tiny invisible shockwave exploded, with the book at the center of it, a smal jolt smashed into Anya. Both Cale and Sonya jumped at the feel of it. Anya’s body began to prickle with the feel of magic. That was the only word she could use to describe it.Magic. It was utterly foreign and vastly familiar at the same time. It pulsed through her body like a living thing.


  When she began to pul , the leather effortlessly peeled away, it was as easy as separating two dul magnets. She could feel the resistance, as though the flap wanted to return to its rightful place but it easily relented under her touch. A comforting vibration rol ed through her arm and down her spine, like a warm embrace.


  


  Suddenly Anya found herself sitting at the base of a tree, at the same time she knew herself to be in Sonya’s pub. The trunk was the larger than the length of the bar, larger by two at least. Great roots rose up from the ground around her. Fresh cool air fil ed her lungs, damp from a recent rainfal . The ground under her was littered with wet leaves, twigs, and mud. The soft sounds of water dripping from one leaf to another surrounded her. In the bril iant blue sky two suns sparkled down through the forest canopy above. One sun was large and white in color, and the other was slightly smal er,with a yel ow hue. In the distance she could hear the infectious laughter of two female children. Anya covered her own snickers with two hands as she crouched in her hiding spot.


  Gasping, Anya dropped the flap of the book and the vision disappeared. “My gods.” She whispered.


  Cale grabbed at the book. “Why did you drop it? It was opening.” He pul ed at the flap but once again the book would not open.


  Sonya seemed to be more observant because she asked, “What happened?”


  “I saw my home. I … I real y do have sisters. I remembered we were playing a game. I was so happy.”


  With confusion Cale put the book back on the bar and opened his mouth to speak, but then a beautiful brunet with a slim waist and a low neckline appeared at his ear, her hand slid across his shoulder. “Can I buy you a drink Calic?” She cooed.


  Cale turned to her with a knowing smile. “Sure pet, I’l be right with you.” Satisfied the woman left, trailing her hand along his back as she went. He turned to Anya, “So … what now?”


  What now indeed. “Now I learn everything.” With that she lifted the heavy book into her arms, and left the pub.


  


  


  Ethanule lay on the uncomfortable hard metal of his bed,staring up at the ceiling, arms behind his head. He wondered if Anya had opened the book yet.


  She seemed a little taken aback when he told her she was a princess to their people. Her father had told him that her memory would be fuzzy, but he hadn’t anticipated this complete lack of knowledge. Perhaps it was only because Princess Analia had been the youngest of the three.


  A sudden scent of meats and cheeses fil ed Ethanule’s nostrils and his stomach growled for satisfaction. When he looked up he saw the female demon entering with a plate of food. He’d like to say that the introduction of the food brought him to his feet, but he’d only partly be lying. The demon had demonstrated strength and bravery on his asteroid. She’d fought the longest after being shot with the same drug that had taken down her demon kin. This female demanded respect, even if she was just a demon. And she wasn’t bad to look at either.


  With venom in her eyes, she walked toward him. “Hungry?” She snapped. Her tone was contradictory to an offering of food. She must stil be angry about being captured. He hid a smile and faked nonchalance with a shrug.


  “Not hungry?” She hovered the plate over a nearby trash can. “I’l just get rid of this then.”


  “Wel if you’re just going to throw it away. I don’t approve of wasting food.” He held out his hands as if to take it, though the force field was stil in place.


  “Oh, you want it then?” She held out a piece of meat to him like a master to a pet.


  Crossing his arms he raised an eyebrow at her. “Look demon, either give me the food or throw it out, I don’t give a damn either way.” His stomach chose that moment to betray him with a growl and the sexy little demon quirked a triumphant smile. “Did you only come here to torment me?”


  She set the tray down, andhe tried not to notice her curves through the thin clingy material of her shirt,or that impossibly short skirtshe wore. Her tail flicked when she looked back and caught him staring. Her smile was gone, replaced with a hardness that didn’t fit her.


  “I came to judge for myself.”


  “Judge? I’m a prisoner. I think everyone’s made up their minds, what’s more to judge?”


  “You said a lot to Anya, maybe it’s true,” She turned her violet gaze on him, “And maybe it’s not. If it’s not true, I warn you now to come clean. Because if you fil her head with false hope …” Her eyes flashed red. “You won’t live to see what Sebastian wil do to you because, Pirate, I’l make sure I get to you first, and I’l rip your entrails through your gut and make you watch while your insides are being torn from your body.”


  “Graphic.” When she bared her tiny fangs he put his hands up in surrender. “Everything I told her is the truth.”


  The demon tilted her head at him, deciding whether or not to believe him. Her eyes had gone back to their original deep violet and, brows furrowed, she looked troubled. “So she’s real y a princess?”


  “Yes, the youngestof three.”


  “And what happened? Why was she sent to that place?”


  “Like I told the princess, I’l offer no more until I’m freed.”


  The demon narrowed her gaze, “You’re a pirate.”


  “We’ve established this.”


  “Pirates in general are untrustworthy. You’l do and say anything to get what you’re after. So, Pirate, what are you after?”


  The princess, his mind supplied. It was the princess he wanted, even though he was ogling this demon female before him. Princess Analia was promised to him by the king himself. “I wasn’t always a pirate. I’m just trying to save my people.”


  “How long have you been a pirate?”


  


  “Three hundred and fifty years.” He answered without thinking.


  “That’s a long time of taking what you want with no consequences. You must have grown fond of the lifestyle.”


  That was true enough. He’d had to act the part for so long he was no longer sure if he was a soldier or a pirate. He’d had to do a lot of underhanded things to get into the right position. Was it al for the princess, the King, his home? Or was a little bit of it for himself? He did enjoy it more than he thought he would.


  “That’s what I thought.” The female said.


  “I didn’t say anything.”


  “It’s al over your face. Once a pirate, always a pirate.”


  He’d prove her wrong about that. It had been his duty. He was a loyal soldier,doing a king’sbidding. And now he wouldfocus on beinga loyal and honorable husband to the princess. The demon turned on her heels without another word, her hips swaying as she went. “You know you’re not bad looking for a demon.” Maybe he was a little more pirate than he wanted to admit.


  “You are not even slightly good looking for a pirate.”


  


  


  After many hours of scanning the area, Sebastian final y felt they were in the clear. If theExtargawas anywhere near, their scans would have picked up its signature.


  Cale, smel ing of lust and alcohol, came to take command and relieve Sebastian. He didn’t have the energy to chastise him, after debriefing Cale, Sebastian left, eager for his Anya.


  He didn’t have to look far. Anya was in his room, seated on the couch.Herbook was spread open on the coffee table, and Anya was clutchinga piece of paper in her hand,staring grimly out the window. As he approached she turned to him, the look on her face tore at his inside.


  “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  She said nothing, only held out the paper in her hand. He took it and began to read.


  


  My Dearest Analia,


  I cannot begin to convey the depth of my remorse for the injustices you have unwittingly been dealt. The punishment for my failure has become yours to bear, and I beg your forgiveness for it. I promise you, the decision to send you away had been sudden and eminent. I had not the time to ful y see. Al I could decipher from my visions was that sending you away would eventual y bring you back to me,and back to our people, but the rest was muffled. If I had knowledge of the atrocities that would befal you and your dear Mother I would have gladly given up my kingdom, and condemned our people to their fate.


  Your Mother wil be greatly missed.


  However much I wish to, I cannot change the past. What’s done is done and I must be strong for our people. So must you. Now is a time of great tragedy among the Faieara. Shortly after I had you and your sisters removed from our planet we were attacked and overtaken by a swarm of destruction. They cal themselves Kayadon.


  


  At the word Kayadon, Sebastian’s Fangs descended. It was the same people that had destroyed his home. Sebastian’s Mother and Cale’s mate had been convinced to betray their race for those murderers. He read on:


  


  The Kayadon live only to consume, and our planet is plentiful. They also live for power and have usurped my throne. Our home has become my prison and I have become nothing more than a figurehead to keep our people compliant, while the Kayadon ravage our lands.


  I sentyou away to give you and your sisters time to grow into your powers. The reason you must grow into your powers is because your destiny, along with your sisters, is to return to our home planet,and trigger the rebel ion againstthe Kayadon.We may defeat them yet.I have seen this as a possible future. As with al my visions, there are many possible futures. None are set in stone. And for our people, many end in tragedy. But the quest I have sent you on is the only future I must believe in. If our people are to survive, you mustfindyour sisters and bring them home.


  The book you now possess is fil ed with the information you require for success. Fol ow my instructions. Find your sisters. Save our people.


  


  I believe in you, and I love you.


  Alestar


  King of the Faieara.


  Your Father.


  


  


  “Where did you get this?”


  Anya pointed to the book. “It was behind the cover.”


  “And what else is in the book?”


  “The first few pages are written in a language that I can’t read. After that, there is information about my planet and the Kayadon. I only skimmed through it.”


  She sounded hurt, scared, and defeated. “How am I supposed to do what he asks of me?”


  Sebastian sat, pul ing her against him. “We’l figure it out. Ethanule said he can decipher the text, we wil find your sisters, and wewil defeat the Kayadon.


  “I can’t ask you to get involved. It’s a huge risk and it’s not your fight.”


  “I am involved. Where you go I go. I vow to keep you safe. Plus, it’s personal. The Kayadon destroyed my home planet. They kil ed and enslaved my people. You have no idea how badly I … we would love to take them out.”


  Anya’s eyes widened and it took her a few moments to speak. “Just like that, no discussion with your family, or the crew? What about those who don’t have a personal grudge against the Kayadon?”


  “Everyone wil be given a choice. They can either leave the ship or join the fight.”


  Anya shook her head. “It’s too much to ask … people may lose their lives. I couldn’t ask that of anyone.”


  “You want a discussion? Fine.” Taking her hand in his Sebastian helped her stand before pul ing her out the door. He knew what their answers would be but Anya seemed to need to hear it from them.


  “Aidan,” Sebastian cal ed when he entered the control room. “Take command, Cale come with me.”


  “I just got here.” Cale complained.


  Without another word Sebastian left, stil pul ing Anya with him. Silently Cale fel in step behind him. Next they gathered Marik and headed to the pub.


  When Sebastian had everyone seated he turned to Anya, “May I read part of the letter?” She eyed the note for a moment before giving a tight nod.


  Sebastian began a few paragraphs in, leaving out the personal beginning. When he finished he looked up, his gaze met by six sets of flashing red eyes.


  “This letter was found inside the book. I don’t know about any of you, but I no longer believe in coincidences. Something larger is at work here. Anya came to us for a reason.” Sebastian couldn’t help but glance at her. Her head was down and her hands were fighting in her lap, but she was leaning toward him slightly, a smal sign of trust. He placed a hand on her shoulder and she rested her cheek against it. “Anya wil not ask for your help, but I wil . This is not an order, it’s an opportunity to take our revenge. I’m going to do everything in my power to avenge our people and hopeful y save hers in the process. It’s your choice to come with us or not.” The entire bar had fal en silent. Sebastian had spoken loud enough for everyone to hear. Within an hour, word would reach everyone on the ship.


  Sonya stood. “Of course we’re coming. We’ve al dreamt of ripping out Kayadon throats. I can’t believe you thought you even needed to ask.”


  Cale’s fists were clenched tight, eyes glowing red while rage pooled around him. Sebastian knew his thoughts were of his fal en mate. He could smel the faint draw of blood from Cale’s nails gouging into his palm. Marik mirrored Cale’s anger. The painful loss of his sister was something Marik always kept to himself, but Sebastian could see it now.


  “Wel how do we find these sistersof yours?” Cale growled.


  Anya met Sebastian’s eyes before answering, “Part of the text needs to be translated.” Which meant—


  “The pirate,” Sonya practical y snarled.


  “He won’t do it. Not while he’s locked up.” Anya said.


  “Oh he’l do it,” Cale assured. “Or he’l become acquainted with my claws.”


  “We can’t keep him locked up. It’s not right.” Anya continued. “Besides, he wants to help, just as much as you do. He lost his home too.”


  That quel ed any further protest. Anya was right of course, but that didn’t mean they had to like it. “He’l be freed for his help.” Sebastian’s voice rang out with the air of a leader, not to be questioned, though he knew that what he was about to say would be met with screeching protest. “He’l be expected to work.” Sebastian shot Sonya a meaningful look.


  “No. Don’t even think—”


  “Anya cannot work both in thegal eyandhere at the pub, while continuing her training with Cale and learning about her people. The pirate wil take her job in the pub.”


  “The pirate has a name.” Anya said,thoughshe went ignored.


  “Damn it Sebastian!” Sonya roared. “He can’t be trusted. He’l probably just hide out in the back drinking al my liquor likethedegeneratehe is.”


  Anya interjected, “He’s notadegenerate. He was a soldier—”


  “I don’t care if he was the freaking king himself, I don’t like him and I don’t like this plan.”


  “Please Sonya.” Anya implored. Sebastian thought Anya must have some special gift of persuasion because with thatsimple pleaSonyarelented.


  


  “Fine,” Sonya said through gritted teeth. “But if he doesn’t do his job perfectly I reserve the right to slash his throat.”


  “No.” Sebastian interjected.


  Rol ing her eyes she replied, “Kidding. I’l just rough him up a bit before I kick him out of my pub.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 23


  


  Sebastian entered sickbay, seeking Ethanule alone. He dismissed the doctor and pul ed up a chair near the cel where Ethanule was lazily watching his every move. The faint buzz of the force field fil ed the silence.


  Then Ethanule spoke,with the air of authority that Sebastian was used to usinghimself. A tel tale sign of a practiced leader. “What brings the great captain to my neck of the woods?” He asked.


  Sebastian had a hard time trusting this male, but Anya trusted him and he trusted Anya. “You’re being offered a smal window of opportunity to prove yourself. We’ve decided to offer you asmal position as part of the crew. This means you wil work for the privilege to stay aboard my ship. If you fail in any way, you wil be extracted to the closest space city and left behind. Do you have any questions thus far?”


  “Yeah, what do you mean by work?” Ethanulerol ed onto hisback, staring at the ceiling as if Sebastian were nothing more than an amusing guest.


  “You wil work in the pub, it’s run by Sonya, my sister. She is not fond of you,and wil be watching you closely.”


  “Sister? Is this the demon female that was with you on the asteroid?”


  Sebastian nodded.


  Ethanule laughed. “She hates me.”


  “Yup, so you’d better work hard.”


  “Where is Princess Analia? Does this mean she believes what I’ve been saying?”


  “What this means is that you’re being given a chance to prove that you’re trustworthy. Anya is eager to get the book translated and find her sisters. We are eager for revenge against a common enemy. The Kayadon destroyed our planet.” Sebastian paused. “If there is anything you need to tel me, now is the time to say it.” Ethanule remained silent, stil concentrating on the ceiling. “Because if something comes up later, something we should have known now, your credibility wil be destroyed in an instant, and you’l be right back here, or worse. Think about that.”


  “I want to speak to the Princess. I’l say nothing without her present.”


  Sebastian leaned in and Ethanule final y met his gaze. “I’d like to believe we’re on the same side, you and I. I’d like to believe that you are loyal to your people and your King and your planet, and you went through what you went through for those reasons alone. I’d like to believe that. But at this point I can’t rely on what Iwantto believe. Throughout my years I’ve known despicable people and I’ve learned the importance of caution. I’ve learned not everyone can be trusted at first glance. Like you, for example. You make me nervous. I don’t know you. My instincts say not to trust you. But, for Anya’s sake, I’m wil ing to give you the benefit of the doubt.” He looked Ethanule deep in the eyes. “Don’t make me regret that decision.” Then Sebastian stood and turned off the force field.


  Ethanule bolted upright. “No making me swear my al egiance? No need for a heartfelt declaration of my honesty and loyalty?” He said sarcastical y.


  “I wouldn’t believe you if you did.” Sebastian turned toward the door and Ethanule fol owed.


  “Are you taking me to the Princess?”


  Sebastian grated his teeth.Ethanule’sinterest in Anya was unnerving. It might be al in his head but there seemed to be more behind Ethanule actions than a desire to help his people. It was in the way he spoke of her, the way his eyes had sparkled when he first saw her, and the way they’d gone dead when she’d been in Sebastian’s arms. Sebastian shook the thought away.


  Anya was waitingfor thembythe door ofher old room, the heavy book sat at her feet, leaning against the wal . A light flowing dress, the color of her eyes, draped around her. She smiled when she caught sight of them and the tension in Sebastian’s shoulders eased a little. He scooped her up and she gave a little squeal of delight. In the next moment his lips were on hers in a kiss that was meant to show his affection, but was also a warning to the other male. A show of what was his. Ethanule irritatingly cleared his throat and Sebastian noted that the man’s features had gone cold.


  Interesting.


  “Good evening Princess,” He gave a respectful bow.


  “Please just cal me Anya.”


  Ethanule straightened, “Princess Anya.”


  “No just Anya.”


  For a flicker of time Ethanule looked uncomfortable being offered the casual use of her name, but he covered it quickly, replying, “Anya then,” and bowed again.


  “And no bowing, please. It’s just too … strange.”


  “Of course prin … Anya” He smiled,as he had tohaltanother bow. “You can cal me Ethan.”


  Sebastian interjected,“This wil beyour room for the time being.”


  Ethanule glanced down at the book, “Shal we get started translating the book?” Anya eagerly pickedit upand Ethanule motioned for her to enter the room,as if he’d lived there forever.


  “I don’t think so.” Sebastian stayed her with a hand to her elbow.The two of them in a room together, alone, not happening. “Anya, I’m sure Ethanule wants to take a moment to clean up. Maybe get something to eatorrest.” Before Ethanule could protest he added, “I’l arrange for a room to be set up for your research. You can begin in the morning.”


  “That’s not necessary. Here is fine.” Ethanule commented.


  “It’sno problem. I wil be sure you have everything you’l need.” Andmake itimpossible for any private moments,Sebastian added to himself. He began guiding Anya away.


  “What about food? Aren’t you going to show himto thesalon?”


  “He can fol ow his nose.”


  “Bastian, you’re being rude.” She turned. “Ethan, when you’ve finished cleaning up I’l show you where you can get something to eat, and if you’re not too tired we can talk about the book.”


  “I’m not too tired.”


  


  


  Anya waited patiently outside Ethanule’s room as he showered and dressed. She had to argue briefly with Sebastian to get him to leave and gather fresh clothes for Ethan. Eventual y he’d gone, and come back minutes later, panting as though he’d run the entire way. His behavior was strange.


  Ethan emerged ful y dressed in the baggy il -fitting pants and shirt. His white-blond hair was stil wet and tussled. Ethan smiled when their eyes met and she politely smiled back. Sebastian’s changing energy smacked into her and she shot him a questioning look.Armscrossed,his limbs were stiff. What was going on with him?


  “Shal we?” Ethan said, offeringherhis arm. Not wanting to be impolite Anya took it. Sebastian’s energy shifted again and she got a very strong impression that he was nearing what he cal ed the Edge. But why?


  “Oh,the book!” Using it as an excuse to let go of Ethan, Anya turned to Bastian, placing her hand on his tightly crossed arms. He looked at her and seemed to come back to himself. When she reached for the book both males did too.


  “I’l get that,” They said in unison. Two muscular hands gripped the book at the same time. They both began tugging, lightly at first. Anya backed away at their strange behavior, watching with confused fascination as they each refused to let go.


  “Guys?”


  They both turned hardened faces at her. Ethan’s lips curved as he released the book. “By al means, you can carry that.” He said,intertwininghis arm with hers. “I am famished. Wil you show me to the salon now?”


  Suddenly Sebastian had her other arm and they began walking in an oddly linked group. Anya was too stunned to react.


  In the gal ey Anya quickly squirmed away from both males and ducked into the gal ey for amoment alone.


  Marik waved a spatula at her,keeping his attention on the hot pan in front of him. “Something tel s me you’re not here to work.”


  “I’m hiding.”


  That got his attention. “From?”


  As best she could, she explained the odd behavior. Marik gave her a knowing look and she thought she was about to get an explanation. He looked out the smal window into the salon. Bastian and Ethan had taken a table, sitting across from each other, their unbroken glares trained on each other. Both males were oozing animosity.


  Marik grumbled a curse, “You’d better get back out there before they kil each other.”


  That’s it? No excuse?


  Reaching for a heavy pan he added, “I’l bring some food as quickly as I can.”


  “Oookaay.” She made her way to the table and took the open seat next to Sebastian. His lips twitched in what seemed like an unspoken taunt toward the other male.


  This couldn’t be al about her?Could it? That would be ridiculous.


  “Listen guys, I get that there are some hurt feelings about what happened on the asteroid and then what happened on this ship, but you’re even now. You were both locked up for a while. Can we please cal a truce and try to work together?”


  “My feelings aren’t hurt.” Sebastian was stil glaring at Ethanule and vice versa.


  “Neither are mine.”


  Anya rol ed her eyes. Luckily Marik was true to his word and the food was on its way. Thick cuts of meatsmotheredin a dark sauce. As soon as the food was in front of them the men began stabbing at it, shoving each bite roughly into their mouths, while staring hard at each other. Anya chewed her food methodical y as she watch the scene play out.


  “So Ethan,” Anya began, hoping to get the conversation back on track. “Why is it that only part of the book was encrypted?”


  With a softer look he turn to her, “The king though it would be safer, in case the book fel into the wrong hands, that the locations of the princesses be obscured in code. I have the key but it wil stil take some time to decipher.”


  “He has the ability tosee the future?”


  “Sort of, he told me once that it was like seeing through a thick fog. The further into the future the harder it is to see clearly. He also told me that fol owing the timeline is like fol owing the branches of a tree. Any one direction can turn out to be the correct future, or sometimes branches cross and new, entirely different paths are set.”


  “So this mission he’s sent you on could be a flop?” Sebastian said cal ously.


  “Bastian.” Anya chastised. “Ethan, have you been in contact with my … father?” It felt so weird to say the word aloud.


  “Itissaid thathis Majestyalso has the ability to project himself, but he’s not come to me since the day I left,and I have no way of getting a message into the palace.


  “Project himself?” Sebastian sounded slightly more sincere.


  “I’ve never seen him do it,but I heard rumors. Supposedly for a short period of time he can send his conscious out ofhisbody. Those who have seen it say his projection looks transparent, like solidified smoke.


  Anya’s heart jumped, covering her mouth in shock.The vision of the old man. Could that have been her father?


  “What is it?”


  “I think I’ve seen him. What does he look like?”


  “He has wavy short hair, light gray. He’s a little tal er than you are now, thin, straight nose, ice blue eyes like you. You are the one who resembles him most.”


  Oh gods, he’d been there al those times when she was ready to surrender to insanity. His presence, for reasons she’d never known til now, kept her from losing her mind completely.


  “I always thought he was a dilution of my mind.”


  “That means he must stil be alive. I’d … had my doubts.” Ethan trailed off, recognizing the war behind her eyes. “Princess …”


  “I know,if he could have done somethingmorehe would have. He did helpmethough. He kept me from … wel … seeing him helped me get through it, he always knew when I needed him most.” She swal owed the lump in her throat. “I could never hear him though. But sometimes I could read his lips.”


  They finished their meal and agreed to meet in the morning to begin deciphering the book. Things got weird between the two males again when Ethan kissed her hand,and wished her a good night. She was beginning to see a pattern.


  In the room she asked, “Why were you being so rude to Ethan. He only wants to help.”


  “Ethanule,”Sebastian emphasized his ful name,“wants to do more than just help.”


  “What does that mean?”


  


  


  He gave her an exasperated look. “He’s Faieara, you’re Faieara. He sacrificed a part of his life to find you. It’s obvious he wants you.” More than obvious, the man was practical y holding up a flashing sign.


  “He does not.”


  “He does. I know he does because I want you just as badly.”More.


  “You have me.”


  “Not yet I don’t. I haven’t claimed you.” Not like he needed to. “And I won’t until you want me to.” He felt her slipping away from him. Why would she need him when she was so close to getting back to her people?


  “I do want you to, but I’m just not ready.”


  “And if Ethanuledoeswant to be with you?”


  “He doesn’t,” She groaned. “And I wouldn’t.”


  He could see she was growing impatient. “Are you so sure?” Was it his imagination or was that a flicker of doubt that crossed her face?


  “Of course I’m sure. And I’m finished with this conversation. Be nicer to him, or else.”


  “Or else what?” He chal enged.


  


  “Or else I’l find somewhere else to sleep.” She knew just were to hit him.


  “With him? I’l kil him before that happens.”


  “I’l bunk with Sonya. Ethan wasn’t even a consideration, but thanks for the vote of confidence. Ethan has no interest in me, besides the fact that I’m his princess and our people are in need of help. Your assumption is beyond ridiculous. If you keep treating him, me, like this …”


  “What?” He gratedwhen she trailed into silence.


  She crossed to the bathroom, opening the door, with her back to him she turned her head. “You’l lose my heart forever.” Then she finished her devastating blow with a quiet click of the door.


  


  


  The next morning was awkwardly silent.


  The night before, when Anya had final y emerged from the bathroom,they hadn’t spokenthen either. She’d briefly eyed the couch before deciding to slip into bed next to him, turning herself stubbornly away.


  Hehadn’treachedfor her like he wanted to. He’d been angry that she didn’t believe him, didn’t trust him, dismissed him so easily.


  However, this morning he was seeing things from a different angle and he suspected the reason Anya had gotten so angry with him,was because he didn’t show any trustin her. He knewAnyawould never hurt him by accepting Ethanule’s advances.


  Anya was dressing now, preparing to leave, to start her daily routine without even a word. She wouldn’t even meet his eyes. He hated this. The distance between them was like a thousand galaxies. He had to do something about it.


  “I’m sorry about last night.” He started.


  She stopped in mid shoe, final y meeting his gaze. She looked tired, as if she hadn’t slept a wink. “I am too.”


  He grabbed her hand, gently pul ing her to him. “I want you to know that I trust you, completely. More than I’ve ever trusted anyone, which is saying something.” She rewarded him with a genuine smile and leaned in for a kiss. He wasted no time, pul ing her as close to him,as he should have last night.


  “Thank you,” She said against his mouth.


  “Don’t thank me yet. I stil don’t trusthim. Don’t give me that look. You can’t expect me to trust him so easily. He looks at you like …”


  “Like what? Like he hasn’t seen one of his own kind in, oh I don’t know, four hundred years? Or like he final y, after so long, thinks he found the key to saving his people and going home? Final y on the verge of completing his mission?”


  “Al those things may be true? But there’s more, I just …” He paused. “My instincts are on high alert when he’s near you. I don’t like it.”


  Anya strokedhis jaw, her eyes tender and understanding. “You have nothing to worry about. I promise you, he’s no more interested in me than he is in Sonya.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 24


  


  Anya traced her finger over the cool metal framing the book cover. Something inside her sparked with electricity every time she came in contact with it. Its ancient magic sang to her. The book seemed to pulse in recognition of her.


  Ethanule stoodto her side, silent, as though he too felt the magic.


  They were in a room provided by Sebastian. She’d laughed when she saw it. It was practical y across from the pub—she’d already spotted Sonya peeking her head out at them. There were no doors, only archways, giving the il usion of a room without being enclosed by four wal s. One thing she appreciated was that he’d supplied them with computers, in case they needed to look up locations, or any relevant information.


  Sebastian hadn’t stayed long after bringing them here. He’d kissed her goodbye and then stepped into the pub for a few seconds before heading toward the control room.


  Their fight the night before was unnerving. He’d shown no trust in her, and she’d reciprocated the feeling. She felt terrible about it but she truly believed that Ethan real y just wanted to help. She had probed his energy and found nothing that indicated he was attracted to her.


  Gently lifting the flap of the book she opened itto the first page. Excitement and relief radiated from Ethan. He began looking over the encrypted pages with earnest.


  Anya watched him work, not being of any more use than providing the way in. Out of boredom she studied his features. He was handsome, she supposed, not more handsome than Sebastian by any measure. His pointed ears peeked out of his blond hair. It felt nice seeing the oddly shaped feature on someone else.


  Ethan caught her staring with a quick glance. “You’re staring at my ears.”


  She just smiled and shrugged, “I’ve only seen them in the mirror.” When he went back to his task she tried to occupy her mind with other things but soon became restless. “Ethan?”


  “Yes.” He said stil scanning the book.


  “Wil you tel me about our home planet?”


  His lips curled slightly, but he seemed saddened. His eyes looked past her as if he were seeing far away. “It’s beautiful. Towering mountains, deep val eys, some trees are so large they seem to touch the suns. Do you remember anything at al ? Our two suns, and the three moons?”


  “I get flashes every now and again. Not much to go on. I wish I could remember more.”


  “Most of our people favor the warm regions. Cold disagrees with us, don’t you agree?”


  “Yes.” She’d always hated the cold. “What else?”


  “Our society is a free society … wel it was anyway. Used to be that you were free to choose your own path in life, whatever that may be. Our markets were rich with traders and merchants and entertainment. You could walk through our town center, on market day, and not even see a quarter of what was available. As a princess you would have attended festivals and parties, your only care would have been what to wear to each.” He quieted. “We’l defeat the Kayadon.” He said as if it were a fact. “Then, after the wedding, I’l show you everything our planet has to offer.”


  “Wedding?”


  He nodded scanning a finger down a page. “Once we are wed I’l take you through the forest of lights, which is actual y so thick with canopy that it’s shadowed in darkness year round. It’s cal ed the forest of light becausethe creatures that live there have evolved to il uminate parts of their bodies.”


  Anya heard nothing after wed. He took her stunned silence the wrong way.


  “Don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe.”


  “Excuse me but, did you just sayweandwed?”


  Ethan seemed confused by her question, averting his attention from the book.


  “What makes you think we would wed?”


  “Wel ,” He uncomfortably rubbed the back of his neck. “It was agreed upon … by the King … that once I returned with his daughters I would be rewarded with the privilege to marry one.” His cheeks slightly darkened.


  Anya could kick herself. Sebastian had been right and she’d ignored his instincts, had even become angry with him. But Sebastian’s fear hadn’t been that Ethan wanted her, it was that she would want him back. Suddenly, like a jolt to the brain, she was struck with a deep understanding—the truth of her feelings.


  “Ethan,” She sighed. “I love Sebastian. With everything in me, I love him. And I choose him.” How could she fear being tied to him when she loved him so much?


  “But, he’s a demon.” Ethan said, as though that explained everything.


  A snarky voice came from behind. “I’l take a demon over a pirate any day.” Sonya stood just outside the archway, two ful glasses of water in her hands.


  


  Anya felt Ethan’s energy spike asSonyahandedone of the ice fil ed drinks to her.


  “Yes, but youarea demon.” He said.


  Sonya grabbed her tail and looked at it with utter surprise, “So I am.” Her voice dripping with feigned awe. “Andvery soonthis demon is going to be your boss. Your ass is mine pirate.” Sonya considered the glass in her hand. “I have no idea why I brought two of these.” She said and turned to leave, her tail swishing behind her.


  “I have a real talent for pissing off demons, don’t I?”


  “Just try to do what she says,” Anya pleaded. “Be respectful.”


  “Pirates don’t do respect.” He gave her a teasing grin.


  Anya rol ed her eyes but couldn’t prevent her smile. “I can tel we’re going to be good friends Ethan. We’re okay right?”


  “Yeah we’re okay. I kind of got the feeling you were going to reject me anyway. Wel , I’d better keep looking for my future wife,” His attention back on the book.


  


  


  After a long uneventful shift, al owing him nothing but time to obsess over Anya’s proximity to that male, Sebastian entered his room. Once again, he’d spent the day battling the Edge.


  He would shower and then go to her. Demand his right to lay his mark on her. Claim her once and for al . It is the only thing that would put him at ease.


  He was caught by surprise when he entered the bathroom and saw Anya. Very naked, very wet, and covered in bubbles. Her pert breasts peeked through the soapy water lining the tub, strands of damp blond curls trailed around them. Sebastian’s boots had become glued to the floor, his mind emptied of al but the vision in front of him.


  “Bastian,” Her eyes sparkled with lust. A finger glided down the crevice of her breasts. “I need you.”


  Every blood vessel in his body invaded his shaft. He had his clothes off in seconds, tossing the last scrap of cloth away just before he hit the water. Drops sloshed and spil ed over the side. Anya gave a very seductive victory laugh that was soon nothing more than moans against his mouth.


  With his rough hands he caressed her skin, raking his way over her soft flesh until he met her core. Her head lul ed and she gave a soft sigh of approval, the faintest of smiles on her lips. An involuntary shiver rol ed through her body and her hips bucked into his hand.


  “You want more?” He asked, his voice was like gravel.


  “So much more,” She sighed. Blue eyes peeked out at him through heavy lids. There was a seriousness in her words.


  He dipped his head to take a hard nibble between his lips while delving his thick finger into her. Eyes flashing to silver with her desire, she gripped the edge of the tub for support while her body surrendered. When he felt her slick and ready he replaced his finger with his thick shaft.


  Her hand found the back of his neck she pul ed him in for a smoldering kiss as he eased himself deeper. Her unusual aggression was surprising,but more than welcome. He liked to be in charge during sex but he’d let her take control if she wanted.


  Sebastian thrusts became harder, faster, causing her to break the kiss and scream her pleasure. He loved that he could do that to her, the little sounds she made provided fuel for his fire and he increased his pace. Gripping her backside he held her firmly against him for deeper contact. Her body writhed, begging for release, as his did too.


  Just as their orgasms were about to peak she whispered into his ear, nails digging blissful y into his back. “I want your fangs in me.” His seed exploded forth in blinding pleasure, her back arched, body strained from her own orgasm.


  Their eyes locked as they caught their breaths. “Are you sure?” He panted.


  She nodded, moving her golden locks aside, presenting her neck to him. It was almost too much to believe, yet here it was. She was giving in to him, accepting his claim.


  “What changed your mind?” Why was he asking this? Why hadn’t he already sunk his teethinto that soft flesh? Even nowhis fangsthrobbedwith anticipation.


  She dropped her hair and gazed up at him, as if she were wondering the same thing. Her cheeks flushed to a beautiful pink hue, “You were right about Ethan.”


  Grinding sounds fil ed his ears. He realized it was his teeth. “Uh-huh.”


  “Turns out he made a deal with my father for the right to marry one of his daughters.”


  “And which daughter would that be?”


  Crunch.


  Sebastian had been gripping the tub too hard. An indenture in the shape of his hand now decorated the edge.


  Anya’s eyes widened. “It’s not me!” She bit out. “I told him I was in love with you.”Her mouth clamped shut,the pink in her cheeks turned to a deep red.


  


  She loves me. Me!His mind roared. This beautiful, perfect-in-every-way, eternal creature was final y about to be his forever. The smile that crept onto his lips felt unreal, like he’d stolen something that should never have belonged to him, but has come to be his most treasured possession.


  “Gods, I love you so much,” He grated.


  Anya’s shoulders slumped in relief and her expression was elated, she began pul ing aside her hair again.


  “Not here.” He said. She paused smile fading. “I want to make this good for you.” A yelp escaped her when his eagerness took over and he lifted her to carry her to the bed. Their bed.


  Silver eyes sparkled up at him as he laid her down, and sat back to study her for a moment. Droplets of water stil clung to her skin, tendrils of hair were pasted to her shoulders and the sides of her breasts, stomach flat and thighs that made his mouth water. Never had a more beautiful creature ever lived and she was his.


  Unable to delay another moment he leaned down, pressing his lips to hers. She opened easily for him, inviting him in. Hot tongues met, dancing. A chuckle escaped him when she wrapped her legs around him to pul him closer. His little Anya was getting aggressive indeed.


  Unclasping himself from her hold he kissed his way down the line of her body until he found her tender core. She cried out his name when he began his wicked kiss. He teased her with his tongue until her body trembled under the onslaught of her orgasm. He could stay here forever making her wiggle and writher, but it was time to claim his mate.


  Her eyes widened when he began crawling up her body. He worried she might be about to change her mind.


  


  


  Body stil rol ing with pleasure Anya watched Sebastian make his way up the length of her. His expression was fierce. An already pounding heart began to race. Was he about to bite her? Would it hurt? He’d said it would be pleasurable what if that was only true for other demons.


  He took her mouth in a scorching kiss, breaking away her thoughts. He pushed his shaft against her, rubbing their slickness together.


  In a voice so rough it sounded more like beast than man. “Do you want me?”


  Heart drumming her answer came quick, “Yes.”


  “Forever?”


  “Yes.”


  He shoved into her with the strength of a lust-maddened demon. The sweetest pleasure assaulted her senses. Practical y lifting her off the bed he thrust into her again and again, building her next orgasm to a peak, fil ing her ful of more pleasure than she thought her body could contain.


  “You’re mine!” He roared. She felt his sharp fangs sink into her neck.


  Ecstasy was a word she’d never truly known before. Not until this moment. The energy between them shattered, exploded outward, her body quaked at the unbelievable feel of him inside her. She found she was screaming, but only from the mind-blowing pleasure. It was almost too much to bear.


  Then he began to suck, drawing her blood into him. Her vision faltered specks of light flashing in her eyes. With his breath on her neck his lower half continued to move between her legs. She’d never felt so connected to him. She wanted it to last forever. And with him it just might. Somehow she’d captured this magnificent male, Anya thought with a wicked internal grin.


  When he drew her blood again her mind went blank. Al she could concentrate on was the incredible sensations he was giving her. She couldn’t hold it in any longer. The orgasm ripped a sound from her lungs she’d never before heard herself make. Vaguely she heard a myriad of popping sounds as the room delved into darkness. Bastian released her neck, joining her, their cries of passion mixing in the air around them.


  Final y, his body slumped beside her. But he didn’t let her go. He pul ed her against him, laying kisses on the top of her head and streaking his hand down her spine. She sighed deeply with satisfaction, burrowing deeper into his chest.


  They lay there like that, basking in each other for a long while. Not speaking, just touching, kissing, loving each other.


  Then Sebastian chuckled, which soon grew into a hearty laugh.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “You broke my bulbs.”


  Confused, she was about to ask him to elaborate, then she realized the room had been light when they’d started and now there was none. In her ecstasy she’d unwittingly destroyed al the light bulbs in the room. Embarrassed she buried her face in his chest but couldn’t help but snicker when he continued to laugh with joy over the destruction they’d caused. Soon they were both holding their sides, unable to quel their laughter.


  Once their moods died down Sebastian examined the smal wound at her neck. “Does it hurt?”


  “Not at al .”


  He dipped his head to give it a flutter of kisses. “You have no idea how gratifying this is for me.” He said, melting her heart with a look that saidyou are the most wonderful thing that’s ever happened to me.


  “It was pretty gratifying for me too.” She said with a sultry smile in place.


  


  “It was pretty gratifying for me too.” She said with a sultry smile in place.


  A sinful y wicked grin, ful of masculine pride crossed his lips. “Yeah, I kind of got that. Guess I’d better invest in candles.”


  She play smacked his chest and he brought his hand down on her backside. She reveled in their intimacy, eating every bit of it up, but for a fleeting moment worry clouded her thoughts. He noticed.


  “What is it?”


  Eyes lowered, “I just hope you don’t come to regret this one day.”


  Lifting her chin he gazed at her with so much love in his eyes it almost hurt. “That could never happen.”


  I hope you’re right.


  


  


  Stil riding a high from the night before Anya did a horrid job during training. She was too happy to fight. Frustrated, and in a more-than-usual crabby mood, Cale sent her away early muttering under his breath. She thought she’d heard the wordmate, but decided she was just being paranoid. With some extra free time to waste she decided to see how far along Ethan was with the book. First she stopped by the gal ey to pick up some pastries in caseEthan washungry.


  With an unusual expression Marik handed herthe food, thensmiled andwinked at her.


  Hmmm.


  Ethan greeted her on her approach. He looked excited for the first time since she’d known him. At first she thought it was for the food but then he explained that he’d made a breakthrough with the code.


  “That’s wonderful!” Then she noticed the bags under his eyes.” You didn’t work through the night did you?”


  He only shrugged eyeing the bag. “Something smel s good,” He edged.


  Handing over the bag Anya glanced at the once tidy room. Papers were strewn everywhere, bits of code written on each one, some notes crossed out some circled. She couldn’t begin to make heads or tails of it. One of the two computers was endlessly gliding through hunks of code, the other seemed to be switching through pictures of different planets. It was obvious he’d accomplished quite a bit.


  “You should take a break. You’l burn yourself out if you continue like this.”


  Without warning a familiar squeal shot at them from behind. Turning toward the noise she only caught a glimpse of Sonya as the demon smashed into her.


  Surprisingly strong arms wrapped around her.


  “Oh my gods, oh my gods! He final y did it!”


  Anya sucked in a breath.She couldn’t know.


  But her unending screeches and delighted bouncing said otherwise.


  “You couldn’t … You don’t … How …” Anya sputtered.


  Somehow understanding Anya’s convoluted babbling Sonya offered, “It’s a demon thing. We can just tel .”


  Anya felt her cheeks flame.


  “We have to celebrate!”


  “No! That’s okay.”


  In a grave voice Ethan interjected. “I don’t want to know what this is about. Do I?”


  Al Anya could think to say was, “Uh.”


  “Didn’t think so.” At length he stood. “Maybe I wil get some sleep after al .”


  From behind them one of the computers beeped, demanding their attention. Ethan’s mood changed instantly, from hurt masculine pride to hunter.


  Planting himself in front of the computer that had been cycling through images of galaxies he rapped on the keyboard. Curious both she and Sonya crowded around.


  Ethan spoke quickly, “This could be it. The code seems to be pointing me toward a solar system in this particular galaxy.” He started speaking more quietly, calculating, as if he would be speaking whether or not they were there to listen. “Five moons, two moons, eight moons, three moons …” He said as he cycled through images of the foreign planets. When he stopped at the last image Anya was almost knocked over by an unfamiliar wave of energy.


  Sonya was by her side in an instant. “Are you okay?You’re notpregnantare you?”


  What!” That gave her pause.She supposed it was possible.“I don’t think so.” For some reason she looked to Ethan.


  Ethan studied her. “Did you take his blood into you?”


  “No, of course not!”


  


  “Then it’s impossible.” He faced the computer once more, hiding his emotions. But Anya didn’t need to see his face to know he was deeply hurt that she didn’t choose him. Even though Ethan knew perfectly wel that he wasn’t attracted to her either.


  “So Faieara have a mating ritual similar to ours?” Sonya asked.


  “It’s not a mating ritual, it’s a fertility rite. We don’t believe in fated mates like you. We choose who we want.” He averted his eyes back to his screen, “But without the fertility rite, which could be likened to yourideaof mating, there wil be no offspring.”


  “Idea?” Sonya growled.


  Anya interrupted before they broke out into a ful -fledged fight. “This is not important right now. I think seeing that planet is what affected me.”


  “Hmmm. What a coincidence,this planetis at the top of my list.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 25


  


  Undewla—the planet they were currently heading toward, in the cramped shuttle ship—was various shades of whiteandblue, a result of being covered entirely in ice. Ethanule had done some research before they’d left, and the demons had heard rumors of it.


  Possibly a clan,or hierarchy based society, the inhabitants are cold, literal y, their blood was chil ed, which helps to make the harsh conditions livablefor them. They keep to themselves and typical y don’t trust outsiders. They are said to have domination over the ice, whatever that means. Their appearance mimics the snow and ice that encompasses their planet—white hair, pale skin. Itwil be difficult to find them if theywish not to be.


  Anya staredthroughthe smal windowof the shuttleas the blue surface of the planet eclipsed her view. She’d insisted on being part of the scout team, which included Sebastian, Cale, Marik, and Ethan.


  Once she’d demanded that she be al owed to join them Ethan had practical y forced himself into the group as wel , earning himselfa kil ing look from Sebastian, butAnya knew he hadn’t come to try to win her affection. She’d seen it in his eyes, Ethan had accepted her choice. He came because he was an elite soldier and loyal to his King, he felt it was his duty to protect his princess. She was grateful to him for that loyalty. She hoped that one of her sisters would find him worthy.


  “Tel me about the energy you felt,” Sebastian probed.


  It was the only reason he’d al owed her to come at al . Anya felt a pul , even now, to this planet. She had no words to explain it other than an encompassing need to get to Undewla as soon as possible. There was an urgency sifting through her with each passing minute.


  “I felt a strong energy just by looking at a picture of the planet,” She studied the growing planet once more. “I sense something terrible wil happen unless we get there to stop it.” If one of her sisters was on this planet, she feared she was insome kind ofdanger.


  “If I’ve deciphered the code correctly, Princess Nadua, second in line to the throne should be found on this planet.”


  Anya hoped to the gods that Nadua had lived a more advantageous existence than she had.


  Sensing her troubled thoughts Sebastian placed a strong hand on her upper arm, making smoother circles with his thumb. “If she’s here, we wil find her.”


  Anya nodded, knowing he would do anything in his power to make that statement true.


  Suddenly Anya received another jolt of energy. In the cramped space she made her way to the front of the cabin where Cale control ed their trajectory. The front window was like a miniature of the huge control room window, it wrapped wide around the entire front of the smal vessel.


  “Do you see that basin with that patch of trees?” She saidto Cale.


  “You mean that treacherous looking canyon with the thousand tons of potential yunstableice-wal on either side?”


  “Yeah, land us there.”


  “Right on.”


  After a slightly rocky landing the group donned their cloaks and heavy boots. Al the males began fastening weapons to their person, easily hidden behind their thick clothing.


  Cale handed her the sword he and Sebastian had gifted to her. “Your first field test.” He said, wrapping her fingers around the hilt. Trying to feign bravado, she fastened it to her belt, al owing her cloak to fal over it.


  Final y ready, they stepped out into what she quickly declared as the most horrific environment she could imagine. The cold bit at her exposed skin, stinging whenever the wind brushed past. Her lungs struggled to bring in the icy air that was so cold she feared her lungs would freeze from the effort.


  They hadn’t gone ten steps and shivers were already developing.


  “How can anything live out here?” Ethan mimicked her thoughts.


  “Wel ,” Cale offered. “When you are the same temperature as your surroundings, it probably works out fine.” He didn’t seem to mind the cold.In fact,none of the demons did, though more of their skin was exposedto it.


  Ethan noticed as wel . “Don’t you guys get cold?”


  Marik brushed past him, “Internal heating. Come, before you both freeze to death.”


  They walked a little way, guided by Anya. Sheprayedthat her gift wasn’t on the fritz. Sebastian offered to carry her more than once, but she refused, wanting to be strong for him.


  She did cleave to him however, when smal white bal s began to fal from the sky. In her alarm she tried swatting them away, until Sebastian explained it was just frozen water. Apparently, when cold enough, water particles would freeze, become weighty, and fal to the planet’s surface. She felt a little sil y not knowing this, but nobody faulted her for it.


  It wasn’t too much longer that the smal white bal s became large white bal s, gliding calmly to the ground. If she wasn’t so cold, she would have appreciated the beauty of it. White masses of the stuff clung to her hair and clothes, traveling with her for a moment before melting and dripping down her neck.


  It was official, she hated this place!


  


  How could her sister have lived so long insuch anawful place?


  Sebastian’s voice rang out beside her. “Looks like this storm wil worsen before long. We should take shelter back in the ship and wait it out.”


  Anya was al for that plan. She was about to say as much when she caught a whiff of something familiar. Heart pounding, she sucked in a harsh icy breath as emotions assaulted her. Unshed tears pricked her eyes.


  Nadua.


  “I feel her!” Anya yel ed over the sound of the growing wind. “She is close!”


  The men paused and looked to Sebastian. “It’s getting too cold. Look at you, your lips are turning purple.”


  “I’m fine. What if she’s hurt? What if she’s alone?” When he continued shaking his head she resorted to begging. “Please.” He knew she could never live with herself if something happened to her sister when they were so close.


  “She’s close you say?”


  Anya nodded, biting back tears.


  “Spread out, everyone, but keep in sight of one another.” To Anya he said. “We only have a few minutes.” Sebastian rubbed his hands vigorously over her arms to warm her.


  “Please Bastian, go look for my sister. I might be colder than I’ve ever been in my life but she could be dying. I’l wait here, I promise.”


  At length he nodded. “I won’t be far.” His warm lips met her icy ones, and then he was off.


  After a few lonely minutes Anya bounced impatiently, nothing to do but think of the cold and her sister.Was she okay? What would she look like? How could any place be so cold?


  A thick gloved hand wrapped around her mouth cutting off her air.


  


  


  Sebastian trudged through the snow, glancing back at Anya every few moments. She’d been shivering uncontrol ably when he’d left her. He’d agreed to look for her sister but after a quick perusal he was getting her back to the warmth of the ship as quickly as possible. The storm was already thickening, limiting his vision. Too much longer out here and they wouldn’t be able to find their way back.


  Atop the summit he saw nothing but white, white, and more white. It was no use they wouldn’t find anything in this stuff. He turned back ready to gather the group when his heart stopped at the sight below.


  Squinting in the haze it looked like someone was slowly approaching Anya’s back. When the darkened figure wrapped a hand around her mouth and she began to kick wildly Sebastian sprinted toward them. The Edge came swiftly, rage coursed through him.


  Bel owing Sebastian watched in horror as the person was dragging his Anya toward something. Aship! His thick tights kicked harder against the soft snow covered ground.


  He almost came crashing to his knees when Anya went limp, body slumping against, what now looked like a large male. He recognized the face as Darius’s second-in-command. Fire burned hatred through his blood.


  I’m too late!


  The shuttle door shut tight and the ship began to rise. Sebastian threw himself against the door, clawing at the thick metal. “Anya!” He screamed, knowing it would make no difference. He’s lost her.


  The shuttle rumbled to life and quickly disappeared into the sky. Sebastian’s mind was a haze of chaos. He’d promised to protect her, keep her safe.


  Promised they’d be together forever. He’d failed her in every way.


  Cale and Ethanule rushed up beside him,glancing around wildly for the threat.


  “What happened! Where is Anya?” Sebastian couldn’t decipher who was speaking. His mind just kept repeating. She’s gone. She’s gone. Evidently he’d been saying it aloud too because someone said, “What do you mean she’s gone!”


  Just then Marik came racing toward them with a look of urgency, “Run! The natives are coming. And they’re not happy! I think that ship spooked them.


  What was up with that?”


  Sebastian cleared his thoughts and took stock of the situation. He was no help to Anya in his panicked state. “Darius has Anya. Everyone to the ship I’m going after her.”


  Swoosh.


  A long arrow, attached to a thick rope landed in the snow beside them, as agroup of agitated natives appeared from behind the thick snowfal . Rows of white headed people, al but one was scantly clothed as if the cold meant nothing. Oneof them, standing at the forefront,was completely covered in skins and furs, a hood covered his features.Must be theleader.


  At any other time Sebastian would have tried for diplomacy. “Let’s go!”


  


  They hurried away, dodging arrows and spears. The snow was rapidly fal ing, obscuring Sebastian’s line of sight. He thought he saw their ship ahead, but when he looked again al he saw was a blanket of white.


  A roar of agony rang out through the air. They al turned to see one of the arrows fixed with rope spearing through Marik’sthigh, the rope was taught. With a hefty tug his leg reared back, spil ing him to the ground.Clawing at the groundheslid backa few inches in the slick snow. When their eyes met, Marik’s were resolute. Sebastian’s heart clenched.


  “Go! She needs you more than I! You know this!” When Sebastian hesitated Marik let go and he was dragged away, disappearing quietly into the veil of snow.


  Marik was a fierce warrior, whoever held the other end of that rope would surely lose his head.


  “Let’s go!” Sebastian cal ed to the others stil dodging angry projectiles. Leaving Marik sickened Sebastian. If it wasn’t his mate in trouble, he would have stayed to fight. Marik understood this, as any demon would. Confident in Marik’s skil s, he vowed to come back for him once Anya was safely in his arms again.


  They reached the ship, Cale took the helm and the ship ascended, swiftly leaving the frigid land and Marik behind.


  


  


  The familiar feel of cold hard metal aggravated her skin, stagnant air coated herlungs in the menacing darkness. Thefamiliar drawl of The Hel Ship surrounded her.


  There was no help for her now. No sweet life with her equal y sweet demon. His face flashed in her mind and she had to bite back a sob.


  No, there would be no happy endings for her.


  Her only consolation was that Sebastian and the rest were left behind, eluding Darius’s attention. At least they had a chance to return to their lives, before she’d endanger everyone with her fatuous attempt at changing her fate.


  Now that they had the book they had a chance at saving her people. They knew where to find Nadua, and Ethan could easily decipher the rest of the book.


  Her involvement has been completed, and she was glad she’d served a purpose.


  Her major regret was al owing Sebastian to claim her. She’d managed to ruin his life either way. How sil y it was of her to think so long term. Forever he’d be separated from his one mate. She hoped he could move on one day and find happiness. He had the luxury to try. She hoped he would succeed.


  Be happy for the both of us.


  As it was, she would never forget him. The memory of their time together she wil cherish always, even as it eats away at her sanity.


  Shifting her body,Anya’sback ached from the lashings. Manacles at her wrists and ankles were attached to heavy chains that clanged against one another as she moved.


  How many days had it been? She guessed two or so, maybe three.


  Her newly enhanced gifts were becoming a menace. She could sense the people on board and wished she couldn’t. Most of them were appal ing, touching their energy made her feel contaminated.


  Light flooded the room, burning her eyes. She blinked away tears as a man unlocked her bindings while another stood in the doorway.


  Darius.


  “The horde is on its way.” Darius sneered and threw something on top of her. She expected it to hurt badly since in landed on her wounded back. But it only slightly stung. Grasping soft material she strained her tired eyes to see it.


  A dress? A finer material than had evenexisted on theMarada. She looked back up at Darius, venom in her eyes.


  “Be grateful Analia. I’m about to give you a present.”


  He ordered her to put on the dress, watching as she did, with a wretched smile on his lips. She wasn’t going to ask about the present,though heobviouslywanted her to.


  “Not curious?”


  Silence.


  “Oh come now, you might like to know?”


  More silence.


  “Very wel , I’l tel you. The demons are on their way, I suspect a misguided attempt at a rescue.”


  Anya’s muscles stiffened. She forced herself not to react. He was watching her intensely.


  “Fortunate for them no one here needs rescuing. Isn’t that right?”


  Anya stared right through him.


  


  “Because if someone did need rescuing, then I would have to fight them.” His tone was laced with significant meaning. “I might even be forced to kil them.”


  Anya bit her tongue to keep from showing a reaction. A sick feeling crept into the pit of her stomach. She fingered the expensive gown, waiting til she was sure her voice was steady before she spoke. “You want me to tel them to go away.”


  “I want you to convince them that you are perfectly happy where you are,and wouldn’t want to leave for the life of you.”


  Bile rose in her throat.


  “I need them one-hundred percent convinced. Can you do that sweetheart?” He raised a hand to brush her cheek. Swiftly she turned her head away. “Or I could just kil them, whatever you wish.”


  “No,” She breathed. Her voice hol ow, “I can convince them.”


  


  


  Sebastian barreled his way onto the ship, demanding access. With little persuasion their smal shuttle was permitted to dock. In the back of his mind he found that strange but his thoughts were on finding Anya.


  Calic was the voice of reason, along with Ethanule. They’d determined their easy admittance was the beginnings of a trap. Sebastian agreed but he had to get to her. Was she okay? Sebastian’s chest tightened with worry.


  They were led into a medium-sized room, a viewing room of sorts. Underfoot was a platform, and above was a balcony lining the wal s. The moment he spotted her up there his heart sang with relief, until he registered the look on her face.


  She looked … smug?


  A stunning red gown draped her body. Her hair was up, exhibiting the soft curve of her neck, with light tendrils fal ing around her face. Her stance was lax, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She seemed … wrong.


  “Anya?” He cal ed to her. He thought she stifled a flinch, as if he’d slapped her with the use of her name.


  “Demon,” She said coldly.


  Now he felt like he’d been slapped. “What is this?”


  Her laugh was sharp,the sound of it was horrid. Sebastian’s stomach tightened with fear.


  “I fear I’ve played a nasty game with you demon. You believed it al toowel .”


  “Believed what? Are you unwel ? Did they do something to you?” For a split second he saw his Anya in her eyes, only for a moment then it was gone.


  “They’ve done nothing to me that I didn’t want.”


  Cale jumped in, “So help me I wil gut you wench!”


  Sebastian growled him back in line then turned back to Anya. Her expression was amused, cutting at his heart.


  Not you love. Don’t betray me.


  “Give me a sign Anya. Are you being coerced?”


  Tossing her head back she laughed at them once more. “And stil you believe it. Oh, how this wil amuse me for years to come.”


  “Anya please!” It couldn’t be true. Darius had to be making her say these things. Yet she looked so at ease in her expensive gown, hand leisurely resting on the banister at her front. She looked as if she’d never known a day of suffering. Could he have been so stupid?


  “Anya please,” She heartlessly mimicked. Her eyes turned to Ethan. “You too were fooled. Too bad I didn’t have more time to play it would have been fun pitting the two of you against each other.” Looking at her nails she added, “Do what you wil with the book, it’s no concern of mine.”


  To his back Sebastian felt the heat of Ethanule’s rage. Sebastian swal owed the building lump in his throat. “Just give me a sign. We can make it out of here. Just give me a sign.”


  He noticed her throat working hard, she waited a moment before speaking again. “Forget it demon, it’s over. I’m tired of you. Leave now before you irritate me further.”


  Cale shouted, “I’l kil you, you bitch!”


  Anya gave a gesture as if to say, wel here I am.


  Sebastian placed a palm on his chest, in no way enough to stop him if Cale trulywanted to get to her. He suspected Cale was hurting as badly as he was right now. Facing Anya, Sebastian tried one last time. “This is your last chance. Come with us now or stay here forever.” His tone was harsh but his emotions were threatening to break him down. He waited, breath held, for her answer—hoping beyond al hope that she would drop this facade, reveal the old Anya, and run into his arms. “I love you.”


  Her eyes grew cold as she stabbed him in the heart with her words, “I don’twantyou.”


  


  


  


  Anya’s heart died each time she had to speak. Horrible things were spewing from her mouth, hateful untrue things that stuck in the back of her throat like acid. Cale was quickly a believer, swift to relinquish his trust. Hatred seethed through him. But Ethan was stil suspicious and Bastian …


  She was running out of time, needed to convince them to leave.


  Pain from the beatings stil laced her body—the bruises were coved by the lie of a dress. For a moment she became dizzy, and had to grasp the banister to keep from fal ing over.


  Just go. She pleaded with her mind.Save yourselves.


  Sebastian wasn’t giving up. He was going to fight for her. So she had to say something that would make him hate her forever.


  Her throat worked feverishly to keep down her sob. Her eyes strained to hold back the tears for what she was about to say. “I don’twantyou.” She spat.


  The hurt she saw in him just then replaced her pain with something far worse. But when she actual y felthim switch, felt that hewas starting to believeherlying words she couldn’t take it any longer. “Leave this ship now or die!” Quickly, just as hot tears streaked her cheeks she left the room, and her love behind.


  None of them wouldknow what she’d done for them, and Sebastian would hate her for eternity.


  


  


  


  Chapter 26


  


  Dumbfounded and heartbroken, Sebastian stood motionless. Staring at the empty spot where Anya had been standing. She’d looked at him with disgust as she effortlessly ripped his heart from his chest.


  Memories of his own Mothers betrayal flashed in his mind. Anya has sported that same cal ousness look on her face, with not an ounce of remorse.


  Betrayed again, by his own mate!


  Now he truly understood Cale’s pain. How could he have lived through such a thing without plunging over the Edge forever? Even now, Sebastian felt his mind going. He wasn’t strong enough to endure this. His stomach twisted in his gut.


  A faint voice cal ed to him, “Sebastian, you’re losing it man. Hold it together.”


  Anguish and rage fil ed him at the words, he wanted to grab whoever had spoken and wring his neck until it popped. Anya was gone! He had nothing to hold on to; nothing to live for without her.


  “Let’s get back to the ship and regroup.” It was Cale who spoke. Cale wanted him to leave his mate behind!


  She doesn’t want you!


  She’d been cold, distant, and heartless. Not his Anya. But there had been flashes, he recal ed. For tiny moments her old self had shone through.Had her hands been shaking?His mind went to work, evoking every detail. Blond hair washed over her face, shadowing shiny red eyes.Had she been crying?Her voice had been nearly empty until the end when it faintly cracked on her last words. She’d grabbed the wal —for support?—as she’d rushed through the door.


  He refused to believe Anya could be so uncaring. She was always so self-sacrificing. Then it clicked. Shewassacrificingherself, thinking she could save them. That had to be it.


  “Sebastian, we should go.”


  “I’m not leaving without her.”


  “I know what you’re going through—”


  “She was lying!”


  “Yeah,I know.”


  “No,just thenshe’s was lying.”


  Cale just gave him a sad look, opening his mouth to say something more. But Sebastian interrupted.


  “I know her. I know her heart. She only said those things because she thought she had to.”


  “I want to believe that too, but …”


  “Calic I’m not leaving her.”


  His shoulders dropped as Cale acknowledged the resolution in his tone. To Ethanule he said, “If you value your life pirate, you should get back to the ship.”


  “If my princess needs me, I am here.”


  Cale nodded. “Then let’s rip this crap-hole apart.”


  Suddenly masses of bodies poured into the room, each with a weapon pointed straight at their heads.


  Humorlessly Ethanule quipped. “Go ahead Cale, rip away.”


  


  


  Another week in the dark chil ed cel , manacles in place. With a profound emptiness, she stared at nothing. Drained of al their moisture her eyes were dry, frozen in a constant state of shock.


  Her father had come to her once, she recognized him now for who he was. But she refused to look at him. She didn’t need him anymore and there was nothing he could do. He sat next to her for a time, in his ghostly form, pretending as though he could provide some measure of comfort.


  He should leave her be, she’d served her purpose in his ploy. Sebastian was gone, perhaps they’d found Nadua and were on the way to retrievehereldest sister. As he’d said in his letter, her father needed to be strong for their people.Think of them now.


  “Go Away! I am finished!”


  


  When her father final y left she hoped he never came back. There was no need for him to see her like this—wasted, resigned,and final y broken. Her heart weeping for what it has lost.


  For the last week she’d been alone with her thoughts, like parasites eating at her brain.


  She didn’t care that she was hungry. If they brought food, she wouldn’t eat it.


  The rumbling ship taunted her from every angle.


  A repetitive noise in the distance formed into footsteps, stopping outside her door. The lock clicked and the door swung opened, flooding the room with light. She didn’t flinch, thoughthe lightstung and burned her dry eyes.The figure moved to unlock the metal from her wrists and ankles.


  “Rise,” A voice commanded.


  She didn’t move, didn’t blink.


  Strong hands lifted her off the floor, forcing her to stand on her own two feet. Then he pushed her out into the hal way. Anya didn’t wonder at where they were headed. She didn’t care. There was nothing they could do to her that was worse than what she’d done to herself.Bring it on you bastards!


  As they walked, her mind drifted in and out. The man at her back steered her by moving her shoulders in whatever direction he wanted her to go. Turn, walk, turn, walk.


  They came to a door and the man lightly knocked. Darius’s voice bade them enter and Anya was shoved inside.


  “Leave us,” Darius said to the guard.


  The scene at her front had her swaying with nausea. She blinked rapidly to make it disappear but it wouldn’t. Darius was smiling at her! Actual y smiling as Ethanule, Cale, and Sebastian stood strapped against the wal . Blood tricked down their bodies. Her voice caught when she tried to scream.


  At the sight of her Sebastian wentwild, straining violently against his bindings.


  As her heart jumping into her throat she final y found her voice, “What did you do!” She tried to move toward them but Darius wrapped a thick arm around her waist and held her back. She was on the brink of hysteria unable to reach him. Pushing against Darius’s vice like grip.


  “Calm yourself my sweet.” He whispered in her ear. She jerked away and continued struggling. “I’m warning you!”


  That gave her pause. That tone was too familiar.


  He wants something from me. He wants something. What does he want?Her mind went into overdrive.How can I stop this? I need to stop this.


  As soon as shecalmed as best she could, Sebastianrelaxedslightly, though his eyes were wide and wild. In the back of her mind she knew he was on the Edge, probably has been for days. What had Darius put them through?


  When Darius felt she was under control he let her back away from him. “You said you would let them go.” She said through clenched teeth, while studying their injuries.


  Al of them were beaten and bloody. Scratches and cuts al over their exposed skin. Their hands were strapped at their sides. Thick metal around their necks held them firm against the wal .


  Ethanule had a thick gash down the left side of his face, the mark continued under the color of his sweat drenched shirt. She couldn’t see where it ended.


  He looked tired. They al looked tired.


  Cale’s face was mangled and swol en. One eye was swol en shut, the other was deep crimson. One of his horns had been sliced at the base,and hisblond hair was matted with dried blood.


  Eyes glowing red with anger Sebastian’s face was general y free of cuts or welts, but by the look on his face she feared the damage was lower. She looked at his feet and let out a helpless whimper. Blood was pooling there, a lot of it. There was a gash in his clothing near his stomach, the red stain stil growing. She spotted a blade dripping with blood on a shelf behind Darius.


  Darius’s eyes twinkled with amusement, “I never said I would let them go. I just said I needed them to believe you.”


  To Darius, this was a game. And he was winning.


  “You bastard!” She lunged. Forgetting her training,and mad with rage she went for his neck.


  Crack!


  Dazed she found herself on the floor, her cheek pounded from the hit. The inside of her mouth tasted metal ic. A defining roar echoed off the wal s.


  The guard, from before peeked his head in at the commotion and laughed when he saw Anya on the ground.


  Darius let out an annoyed sound, “I said leave us! Do not come back in!” the guard quickly obeyed.


  Anya picked herself off the floor, meeting Sebastian’s crazed eyes. Something flashed between them, love and sorrow,and a wish for something different.


  She mouthedI’m sorryand thenI love you.


  “No!”


  Crack!


  


  She was back on the floor.


  Darius screamed at her. “No! No! No!”


  Sebastian went bal istic, blood dripped down from the metal bar biting into his neck. He’d break his neck if he kept that up. The other two were screaming at Darius and struggling against their restraints.


  Anya pul ed herself off the ground once more, facing Darius with hate in her eyes. Lifting herself to her ful height she asked, “What do you want.” Her cheek was throbbing.


  With his eyes wide—giving her an idea whatpure insanitymight look like—Darius replied, “You.” When she didn’t respond he continued. “I want you to acknowledge me as your master. I want you to say that you are mine.” He growled the last word.


  “And if I do? What wil happen to them?”


  He waved his hand negligently, “They are nothing. What do I care if they go free?”


  “Fine then,” She opened her mouth to do as he asked but he stopped her.


  “Ah ah ah, there is more.”


  With a sickly feeling she waited for the rest.


  “I want you to be good to me.Very good.”


  She cringed. Knowing he didn’t want her to bake him cookies and do his laundry.


  “I want you to make me believe it.” His voice had gone hoarse. When she didn’t answer he moved to pick up a smal black remote. With the push of a button a volt of electricity ran over the wal . The captured men convulsed from the shock of it, their screams raked her hearing.


  “Stop it!” She yel ed.


  Releasing the button Darius turned to her.


  Never in a mil ion years could she do what he was asking, not withoutretchingal over him. But if it wil save her friends she had to at least agree, even if she couldn’t fol ow through.


  Ignoring Sebastian’s fevered protests she pushed the word out, “Fine.”


  Darius practical y twinkled with triumph. He moved to her and genuinely seemed shocked when she skirted away. Angry he lifted the remote once more.


  “Wait!”


  Pausing, hand inmidair,he cracked a sly smile.


  She wanted to rip that smile off his face. “I want them freed first.”


  “I want you now.”


  “No.”


  Clearly not taking no for an answer he moved toward her again, catching her around the waist. Her back met the ground with him on top of her,pawing at her body.


  The noises coming from Sebastian and the others were such as she’d never heard before, beastly sounds. It sounded as though Sebastian was ready to rip his own throat out to get to her.


  Her panic began to ebb, and a smal amount of clarity seeped in. With Darius in this position she recal ed her training. Mustering as much strength as she could,she stabbedthe butt of her palminto his nose. Head rocking back Darius grabbed at his gushing nose, shooting her a confounded expression.


  Cale too went into training mode. “Good hit! Get up and do it again! Keep him at your front!”


  Satisfaction surged through her as she scrambled away, lifting herself to her fighting stance.


  Once his shock faded Darius gave a little laugh. “Do you think you’re brave? A tough little girl?”


  They stood in piercing silence. Every now and again Darius would fake lunge at her, playing with her. She refused to flinch away from him. Darius was a good fighter, but an arrogant one. He would underestimate her,which was her greatest advantage at the moment.


  Just as sheexpected, Darius took hiseyes off her—to give the imprisoned males an expression that saidwhat is this, a joke?Her leg shot out, catching him low in the gut, her heel dug in hard. As he bent to clutch the wound her hand connected with his stil bleeding nose, knocking him to the ground. He let out an involuntary grunt. Lowering herself low to the ground Anya sliced her leg through the air connecting the hard part of her heel with the tender area at his throat. Wind gushed out of him and his eyes grew wide with pain.


  Oh how she wanted to continue hitting him, but she needed to free the boys. Darius had underestimated her before but he wouldn’tagain,and he would only be incapacitated for so long. She searched him for the remote that he’d placed it in his front pocked.


  Got it!


  Damn, she only saw the button thattriggeredthe electricity? She turned it over in her hand looking for the way to release them, butDarius wasalreadyrising to his feet, coughing and spitting blood. She faced him again, scanning the room for something that she could use as a weapon.


  The knife!


  Anya lunged for it but Darius caught her wrist and twisted, bringing her to her knees. Crying out she felt her bones breaking under his grip. Darius looked down at her with evil intent, no longer playing. He wanted blood. With her free hand she grabbed his crotch, squeezing as hard as she could. He let out a high-pitched scream that would have been gratifying had he not whacked her once again across the face, sending her head first into the ground.


  He straddled her, thick fingers snaked around her neck cutting off her air. She grabbed his broken nose between two fingers applying pressure to the tender nerves. Darius growled out a curse, raising his fist in the air. He was going to bring it straight down on her. That kind of blow would render her unconscious. At the last minute she craned her head dodging it. She heard flesh slap hard against metal. Groaning Darius cradled hisfist.


  Slipping out from under him Anyashot to her feet, and put al her strength into a kick to his head. She made solid contact and he went limp to the floor.Scrambling past him Anyagrabbedthe hiltof the bloody daggerin her fist.When she turned back toDariushewas there, nostrils flaring.Moving too quick for her heripped the dagger from her grip. Hand once again around her neckDariuspushed her so hard into the wal that her head bounced off the hard metal.


  Then she felt a sharp pain in her side, her vision went white for a moment.Realizing something was wrong, her mind focused onthehideous facebefore her. He looked angry, sad, and infatuated al at the same time. Then he shoved the dagger into her a second time.


  She was surprised how silenteverythingbecame, past Darius the boys were stil flailing wildly, mouths moving with unheard words. Sebastian had a hopeless expression as more blood spil ed from his neck and wrists.


  A calmness came over her as Darius lifted the dagger once more. She should have realized from the start that the boys’restraints were mechanized. As the dagger entered her once more she could barely feel it, her body was a shel and shefelt herselfslipping away from it.


  Gathering the end of her strength Anya focused her powers, clarity made her acutely accurate.


  Sound came rushing back with a soft click.


  Unable to keep the smile off her face she took one last look at Darius,hewasdumfoundedat her expression. Then he seemed to notice, for the first time, the blood dripping from her and the dagger in his hand.


  With venom in her tone she spoke the last words he would ever hear. “This is better than you deserve.”


  Sebastian’s approaching growl was so menacing she felt it in her bones. Darius’sscream began even before he was snatched away. With his body no longer holding her up Anya slumped to the floor, heavy lids closed over unseeing eyes.


  Oh, but she could stil hear.


  Bones crushing, flesh tearing. Scream after harrowing scream. It went on forever it seemed. In the end Darius had begged for his life, blubbering like a baby.


  When the terrible screaming ended Anya could sense Sebastian close, barely able to smel his scent over the metal ic tinge of blood. She thoughther body might bein his arms, he was trying to wake her but she was already gone. Anya wished she could tel him one last time that she loved him, to tel him to be happy, but her mouth wouldn’t work, her airway had already clogged with blood.


  


  


  Covered in Darius’s blood, heaving, Sebastian tossed the remaining body parts away. If he’d had the time, the depraved bastard would have endured much worse. But as Anya’s body fel lifeless his visionwent red, and there was no moreEdge, just a massive bottomless chasm fil ed to the brim with his unstable rage. Darius hadn’t lasted long after that, his flesh was like butter against Sebastian’s claws.


  Now Sebastian was hunched over Anya’s body, blood seeped from the wounds at her stomach,whileher eyes flutteredas though shewerefighting to remain conscious.


  “Anya!” He cal ed, petting back her sweat drenched hair. She gurgled something. She was mouthingbe happy.


  Only if you live.


  “Please Anya, open your eyes! Someone get a doctor! A healer! Now!” Gods,he couldn’t lose her. “I wil fol ow you Damn it! You hear me? I wil fol ow!”


  “The guard is just outside. If we’re not careful we’l have every gunman on the ship here.” Cale reasoned.


  SebastianclutchedAnyaclose,feeling her grow colderby the second. Tears brimmed the corners of his eyes. Never in his life had he shed a tear. Not for his father. Not for his mother’s betrayal. Not during his torture. But now he openly wept as Anya’s heart began to slow its pace.


  “Anya don’t leave me!” He choked.


  Suddenly Ethanule was there, reaching for Anya.


  “Get away from her! Find a doctor!”


  Cale appeared behind Ethanule, pul ing him away from the enraged demon.


  “No!” Ethanule cried, fighting Cale’s grasp. “Give her to me!”


  


  “Do you want him to kil you pirate?”


  “I can help her,if it’s not too late already! Give me her body!”


  “How can you help her? Tel me!” Sebastian ordered.


  “My ability, the root of my power lies in healing.”


  “Then do it! Heal her, now!”


  “I have to touch her body, so don’t kil me. Okay?”


  With a clipped nod Sebastian relinquished Anya to Ethanule. Ethanule pressed one hand to her wound and the other to her heart. Nothing happened.


  Sebastian was about to push Ethanule out of the way and order,once again,to find a doctor,when a strangeness fel over the room. The air began to chil .


  Sebastian blew out a condensing breath.The cold air became light, difficult to capture in his lungs. Smal objects began to rise al around them. There were strips of clothing and drops of blood hovering in the air from the mass of power. An abnormal light, dim at first, grew around Anya. It grew so bright that Sebastian had to shield his eyes to look at her, bringing with it a sound that cannot be described by any known language.


  Haunting. Beautiful. Frightening. Wondrous. None of these words accurately describedwhat Sebastian was witnessing.


  “Ethanule reached out toward Sebastian. “Give me your hand!”


  Sebastian did as asked. Ethanule placed Sebastian’s hand over Anya’s heart and held it there.


  “Cal her back!” Ethanule commanded.” When Sebastian gaped at him blankly Ethanule continued. “If you are truly hers, then your souls are linked. She wil hear your cal .”


  Sebastian noticed that her wounds were already healed, body revived. But were they too late? Had her soul already abandoned her body? “What do I do?”


  “Just keep your hand here, and imagine her with you. The connection wil help my magic.”


  Doing as instructed, Sebastian watched Anya’s face. In place of her usual y luminescent skin was a dul ness that shot fear into him. His chest clenched at the thought of losing her. With one hand over her heart he took her other hand in his, squeezing gently. “Don’t go.” He whispered into her ear. “Come back to me.” He pressed his forehead to hers, his warmth against her shocking cold. Sebastian’s salty tears dripped down her smooth cheekbones.


  Just slightly, almost unnoticeable she inhaled a faint breath. Then she inhaled again, stronger this time. Her skin began to grow warmer, gainingitscolorback.


  With obvious effort, Ethanule sat back drawing in a deep breath. A light sheen of sweat covered him. Cale slapped him hard on the back with a hearty laugh. Ethanule grunted at the force of it, but smiled anyway. Then he grew serious once more. “It’s not over yet. She’s healed. Her soul is in place … for now.”


  “What do you mean for now?”


  “Her soul had left her body, her vessel. Her body was in great shock. Her soul is once again connected to this body, but … that doesn’t mean she’l wake up.”


  Sebastian gazed down at Anya who looked as though she were only in a sound sleep. “She’l wake up.” He said it like an order. As if commanding it would make itso. “Let’s get back to theMarada. Don’t suppose you have enough juice left to heal us too?”


  “Sorry man,I’m tapped out.”


  Cale threw his shoulders back, “I’m fineanyway.In fact, I’m ready to do some damage.”


  “Good,” Sebastian replied. “You take the front, Ethanule take the back.” He scooped up Anya’s limp body, reveling in the feel of her strong heartbeat.


  Cale threw the door open. His exit was fol owed by a gurgled, nearly silent cry from the guard outside.


  Peeking his head back into the room Cale tossed a stolen gun to Ethanule. “Here, you’l need this pirate.” Ethanule caught it and Cale winked,disappearing once more through the door, eager for blood and action.


  Cale and Ethanulemadeasurprisingly great team—Cale in front, swiping clear a path with only his claws, Ethanule taking out distant threats with the pilfered weapon.The pirate was a spot on shot, and soon enough they’d made it to the shuttle.


  Quickly they piled into the tiny ship, dislodging and jettisoning away from theExtargaas quickly as the shuttle’s engines would carry them. Immediately Cale sent out an encrypted signal for theMaradato pick up their location. If Aidan was on duty he would see them.


  Sebastian cradled Anya against him brushing back her thick curls and rubbing his thumb across her soft newly healed cheek. He wil ed her to open her eyes, to look up at him with that familiar sex-kitten smile he’d grown to love.


  She didn’t.


  


  


  


  Chapter 27


  


  “I’m leaving.” Cale said from the doorway of Sebastian’s room.


  It had taken hours but eventual yMaradahad come for them. Just in time too, the shuttles fuel tank was al but empty.


  Stil Anya slept.


  The doctor—at Sebastian’s insistence—had looked over Anya first. Quickly determining that there was nothing he could do to wake her he moved onto Cale and Ethanule, before irritating Sebastian with his poking and prodding.


  Cale stood at his doorway, Anya tucked in Sebastian’s bed. For three grueling days he refused to leave her side.


  “Do you have al that you need?”


  “I believe so.” He replied curtly.


  Just after they’d arrived, Ethanule had thrown himself into decoding the rest of the book. His way of copingperhaps—just as Cale coped by closing himself off and donning a cloak of coldness.


  Hours ago Ethanule had rushed to tel them that he’d discovered the location of Anya’s eldest sister. A lowly planet cal ed Earth, supposedlyteaming with life, though unevolved.


  There had been an urgency in Ethanule’s tone. “The book declares thatthe Kayadon have been searching for her, and are close to discovering her location.” He’d said. “We must leave now to retrieve her, or lose her forever.”


  An argument ensued. Marik was stil lost,and none of them were wil ing to leave a fal en brother. So a plan was realized. Calic would takeashuttle tothearchaic planet Earth—he could stock enough fuel for a one-way trip—while they stayed to rescue Marik and hopeful y Nadua along with him. Once they did, they would meet up with Cale once more.


  “Are you coming pirate?” Cale had asked Ethanule.


  Sebastian noticed that the titlepiratewas no longer sneered. Sebastian had to admit, he too felt differently about Ethanule after al they’d been through together.


  “No,” He’d said. “I feel responsible for Marik’s situation, and I cannot leave Princess Analia like this, not when I can stil be of use.” With a withering look he said to Sebastian, “I pray she comes back to you.” In response Sebastian could only give a tight nod.


  Sebastian sat beside Anya, looking as though she were in nothing more than a restful sleep. In the doorway Cale lingered, as if expecting something more from him, or maybe just silently contemplating the abrupt shift in al their lives.


  “Take Sonya with you.” Sebastian ordered.


  “Unnecessary? You can’t take down that tribe by yourself.”


  Wry smile in place, “Do you honestly believe Marik would al ow himself to be captured for long? I’l bet he’s already freed himself and is just waiting patiently for a ride.” He paused before adding, “We know little of this Earth,and Sonya’s skil s may be needed.”


  “Earth wil be easy. According to our records, the people are stil running around with sticks and rocks as weapons. They’l probably revere me as their god.”


  “Just do as I say.”


  “She won’t be happy.”


  Sebastian shrugged. Then Cale was gone. Later Sebastian would find that—in perfect Cale fashion—he’d defied Sebastian and went alone.


  Sebastian knew he couldn’t delay much longer. If Anya refused to wake he would be forced to leave her in the care of Dr. Oshwald, while he started the search for Marik.


  Aidan was constantly scanning the surface for any sign of Marik, with no results. Too much fresh snowfal quickly covered any clues that might lead to the location of the tribe that had taken him. They neededsomeoneon the ground.


  He would go in the morning.


  


  


  A blanket of white peeled back. Her body was like air and smoke, there one minute and then gone, flickering. Breathing was impossible, and also unnecessary, so she stopped trying. She had the faint recol ection of pain, but couldn’t remember what pain felt like. Absently she reached for her stomach but her hands passed right through, which was perfectly natural to her, though she felt it shouldn’t be.


  One second she was looking ahead, then behind, nearly at the same time. Looking around she was surprisingly accepting of the instantaneous movements. Al around were blobs of white melding with greens and blues. She tilted her head at a flash of orange, seemingly out of place.


  


  When the orange began to grow in size she strained to focus on it. Then like a wave, al things came into focus. Blob’s of green melted together and took shape. Streaks of blue swirled, fanning out above her. Tendrils of green rose up below her sprinkles of light blue snaked around her, churning toward the val ey below. With it, she should be hearing the sounds of water trickling. As soon as she thought it, it was so. The scent of fresh grass enteredher nostrils.


  A bird began to sing its loving song as the orange blob came into focus, smiling at her with recognition and love.


  Who is she?It was almost like looking in a mirror.Who am I?


  The answer came in a flash: Anya. Analia. Princess. Sister. Daughter. Slave. Lover. Friend.


  “Mother?” Anya spoke, her voice was out of sync with the movements of her mouth, the sound of it dying off slowly into a faint echo.


  “Hi my baby, I’ve been waiting for you.” Her mother’s lips hadn’t moved, but her voice was like a harmony of bel s. Her blond curls and blue eyes matched her own. A long orange and yel ow sundress covered her smal frame.


  “Why? Where are we?” Again Anya’s voice came out before she could get her lips to work. She decided to stop using them.


  “We’re in the fields of Porthina, goddess of transition.”


  Which means we are dead.


  Though she only thought it the words came out, as clear as if she’d intended to speak them aloud.


  “Not entirely,” Her mother replied. “You can stil go back.”


  “Go back?” Anya couldn’t remember what there was to go back to. Then an image flashed in her mind. A face: horns, fangs, red, no … gold eyes.


  “Sebastian!” Her heart screamed.


  “Yes.” Hermother’slips quirked, “You have a fine male for yourself. I couldn’t be more proud of your choice, and of you.” Warmly she embraced Anya and Anya felt through their connection how much her mother loved her. “Things are set into motion. You have much to do stil . The longer you linger in the fields, the harder it wil be to return.”


  “Can you come with me?”


  “No my love, I have been here a very long time.”


  Desperately Anya clung to her mother. “What happened to you?”


  “Betrayed by one of our own, we were given to the wrong ship. Darius saw something in you from the start, and I was in the way of his ambition. I won’t say more than that.” She paused. Blue eyes that mirrored her own gazed down at her softly. “We were never intended to board theExtarga. Though now I see, it was always meant to be.”


  “He’s dead now Mother. Sebastian kil ed him.”


  “I know sweetheart. Sebastian waits for you now. Tel your father I love him, and have never blamed him for what happened. Tel your sisters I’m sorry I could not be with them.”


  “Why did you come with me instead of them?”


  “You were the youngest, barely five years old at the time. I want you to know that I don’t blame you either.”


  “But you would stil be alive …”


  “When it is your time, fate wil find you wherever you are. You must go now my love, before you forget the way.”


  “How? I don’t know how to get back.”


  “Your soul knows where it truly wants to be. Think of your demon and fol ow your heart.”


  Sebastian’s face popped into her mind. His eyes were closed and withered looking, beating back and forth as if in a dream. Darkness shaded his face and she realized she’d never seen him unshaved before. She wanted to feel his skin against hers once more. To be embraced in his warmth, to touch his whiskery cheek and ease his worries.


  Then she was fal ing.


  The ground ripped from under her. The orange of her Mothers sundress faded into nothing. With a heavy whoosh she couldn’t breathe, or she’d forgotten how. After fighting through the horror of suffocation, air was forced into her lungs and she inhaled a deep breath. Chest heaving, everything felt heavy and tight.


  A frantic sound beat in a steady rhythm. “Anya! Anya! Breathe! Anya!”


  Comprehending her name Anya saiddimly, “That’s me.” Her throat was horse, as though she hadn’t used it in weeks. Eyes cracking open she saw a blurry Sebastian. He looked panicked. Anya reached up to stroke his cheek. “No more worrying okay?”


  He fel on her then, burying his face in the crook of her neck, looping one arm tightly around her. “Are you truly awake? Or am I dreaming?”


  “You’re not dreaming.” She wrapped her arms around him and they stayed that way for some time. When he leaned back he hovered over her watchful, as if she’d disappear, his gaze eating up her every feature.


  “Gods I thought I’d lost you. There was nothing I could do. I’ve never been so helpless. Never again.”


  


  “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”


  “I’l be keeping this one. I’m not taking you into war.”


  “Oh yes you are.” She said sternly, shocking both of them with her tone. “Things are set into motion and I have much to do stil ,” Sheechoedher mother words.


  “What more should you have to do?”


  She told him of her mother and the conversation they’d had in the fields of Porthina. Anya had promised to get her mother’s message to her father. “He didn’t send me to that ship, Sebastian. We were betrayed.”


  “That may be so, but you’ve been through enough. I won’t risk losing you again.”


  “This isn’t your choice Sebastian. It’s mine. I’m going to do what I can to help my people.” She sighed. “I love you, but you can’t keep me in a protected box for the rest of my life.”


  Shoulders slumped he bowed his head and held her tight once more. “I know. We’l do what we can to help your people. But I have to know you’l be safe.”


  “You can’t know that for sure. Anyway, I thought I did pretty wel against Darius,” When Sebastian gave her a withered stare she added, “Besides the fact that I nearly died and al .”


  “There is that smal detail.”


  “I just need more training is al .”


  Sebastian grumbled. “We’l talk more of this later. Right now I don’t want to argue when I just got you back.” He swooped down for a smoldering kiss, lighting her blood on fire with a stroke of his tongue.


  His fingers caressed the length of her side, trailing down over her hip and back. Anya could tel he was going slow, worried about hurting her. But surprisingly she felt great, and more than a little hungry for Sebastian, so she urged him on with a pump of her hips. Her tactic had worked because Sebastian palmed her behind and thrust back with an almost inaudible groan. But then he slowed once more.


  “Are you sure you’re feeling alright?”


  “Actual y, I can’t believe how great I’m feeling.” Realizing there was no stab wound Anya looked down at her body, covered in one of Sebastian’s large shirts. Lifting the hem she felt where the wound should have been.


  “Ethanule healed you. That’s his ability.”


  “How convenient. I wonder how much of this is luck and how much is myfather’sdoing.” It was possible her father had seen a glimpse of her future and realized she would need Ethanule specifical y.


  Sebastian dipped his head and kissed where she had been stabbed. Her body quivered under the soft touch of his lips. “Luck or not you’re here with me and that’s al that matters.” Once again he kissed her bel y while his strong hands traveled up her thighs. Al thought left her when Sebastian slid a thick finger over her heated core. His lips stayed on her bel y only a moment longer before they made their way to where she needed them most. When his tongue replaced his finger Anya could no longer hold in the moan that had been gathering in her throat.


  Anya didn’t have time to feel guilty for taking pleasure while so many other things needed to be done because her climax came swift. As she cried out Sebastian did too. Tightly he gripped her hips and didn’t let go until the pleasure trickled out of her body.


  In a breathless husky voice he asked, “What was that?” At her confused look he began to grin mischievously. “I think I just felt yourorgasm.”


  “Y … you did?” Shewent instantlyred from embarrassment.


  Sebastian just nodded and smiled, she could see he was ecstatic about this. He crawled up her body circling one taught nipple with his tongue and using his finger to once again caress her wetness. When her body jerked with the building pleasure so did Sebastian. Her embarrassment almost returned but then he said, “Gods I love you so much.”


  She could only respond with a moan as another climax shook her body. Then Sebastian was removing his clothes and she could only wish she had the powers to make them disappear faster. Anya marveled at his bare chest rippling with tight simmering muscles. When he hovered over her she couldn’t help but to feel every ridge and val ey. Final y he slipped inside her, Anya closed her eyes at the connection she felt, the absolute rightness. When she opened them Sebastian was staring at her with a look of worship in his liquid gold eyes. She knew he was feeling it too. With every thrust they both cried out. In and out, they marveled at each other. Sebastian’s climax ripped through Anya and she came instantly. Both orgasms crashed into each other, mingling in the air and flowing back through them. Neither could tel whose pleasure belonged to whom.


  When it was over Sebastian held her against his chest, thick arms surrounding her. “My mate is a goddess.”


  Anya laughed, “That’s one way to come back to life.”


  “And I’l be showing you al the other ways too.”


  Coming Soon…
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