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      Corporal Sienna Jade wasn't given a choice about joining the mission to Unity. Seen as a troublemaker by the military after reporting an assault by a senior officer, the army wanted her gone. Sienna resents the army for assigning her to Earth Ship Siren, and suspects the fleet's Unity mission will fail. But others would do anything to escape Earth ...

      Alex Tariel knew his only chance to get a place on ES Siren was as a prisoner, so he stole water rations. As a former construction foreman, his skills make him a valuable prisoner on board, but still a prisoner unable to control his own life. Instead of keeping his head down, he gets involved in the boxing fights set up for gambling privilege tokens, the only currency aboard ship among the prisoners.

      Getting patched up by Corporal Jade might be the best thing that's happened to Alex on the trip so far, but becoming her ship husband puts him between her and the lieutenant who tried to kill her for kicks on Earth. While Sienna tries to keep control of her feelings for Alex, Alex would do anything to protect her, if only she'd let him.

      As ES Siren faces its first crisis, a little trust and love goes a long way.

      

      The Dirty Sexy Space series:

      Your to Uncover

      Yours to Command

      Yours to Desire

      Mine to Hold

      Mine to Keep

      Mine to Serve

      Ours to Embrace

      Ours to Share

      Ours to Save

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Alex Tariel had been waiting for one of the officers on board to notice him. But he’d hoped it would be for his construction skill, not his muscle. Aside from the compulsory education class about their new home world, the only ways to pass the time were sleeping, reading, or the prison gym. Well, the only safe options, anyway. He hadn’t schemed a way onto the ship just to get stabbed with a shiv for some imagined infraction.

      But Lieutenant Andrew Zane had spent the last ten minutes watching him like a hungry snake. There was a cold, calculating look in his eyes that Alex didn’t like. Few things made his skin crawl, but Zane was one of them. Alex carefully wiped down the machine he’d been running on, both to buy time and to avoid a complaint. Then he took a moment to let his breathing settle and take a drink of the slightly metallic water. Despite having been recycled repeatedly, it was still cleaner than anything he’d drunk on Earth.

      His heart pounded as though he was still running. It would be so easy to get out of shape on the ship, but that would be a mistake. Life on Solitaire—the only habitable planet to have been found so far—would be hard. He didn’t want to arrive in less than peak condition. As a prisoner he’d be part of the grunt labor force. Being fit would make survival a little easier. He hoped.

      Lieutenant Zane nodded to the corporal who was on supervision duty in the gym, and the man left the room. Alex’s heart kicked over again. He didn’t like this.

      “Come here, 1789, we need a chat.” Lieutenant Zane’s voice was perfectly flat.

      Alex gritted his teeth. He had a name. He wasn’t a fucking number. But arguing that point would only earn him a penalty, and nothing he’d heard about Lieutenant Zane was complimentary. “Sir.”

      “Hands out.”

      Alex put his hands out, wrists together. The two-inch-wide metal cuffs around his wrists gleamed in the artificial light. He was used to wearing them and had adjusted to the slight restriction of movement. The magna-cuffs were better than the old-style chain cuffs still used in Earth’s prisons. Most of the time he could almost forget they were there, as they were simply metal bands—right up until they were activated by an Army guard.

      He felt the tug as the cuffs magnetized and locked his wrists together. At least Zane hadn’t insisted on locking the cuffs to a wall, or worse, the floor. Zane stood silent for a moment, as if enjoying the power trip. Alex refused to flinch. He was a little taller than the lieutenant, and a little broader in the shoulders. If it came to it, even with his hands cuffed, he’d give Zane a good fight. Although under his uniform Zane was probably all sinew and muscle. Alex waited, keeping his breathing even. Men like Zane enjoyed seeing fear in people’s eyes.

      “Glad to see you making use of the gym. It’s important that men get to blow off some tension.”

      “I like to keep fit, Sir.” Get to the damn point.

      But Alex already knew where this was going. He’d heard about the Army-arranged fights. Prisoner against prisoner, with the winner receiving a privilege token. The spectators—made up of Army and Air Force ship crew, civvies and prisoners—gambled tokens on the outcome. He’d watched one and decided to stay away. It wasn’t his scene.

      Head down, work hard, do his time and start over on a pristine planet unspoiled by overpopulation, pollution, and greed.

      “Would you like to earn some tokens and get yourself some alcohol or sex?”

      Alex choked back a snort of derision. The ship’s brew was like drinking acid and he’d never paid for sex and wasn’t starting now. “I don’t drink, Sir.”

      “Do you fuck?”

      He didn’t want to answer that. It was none of this creep’s business. “Not when I have to pay, Sir.”

      He’d heard some female prisoners were earning tokens on their backs—which sucked—but perhaps they saw it as their way to survive the twelve-month trip. A few of the men also hired themselves out, getting well-paid for blowjobs and more. He didn’t blame any of them. Being reduced to a number was dehumanizing in a way he’d never experienced before, even living in the lower slums of New York.

      Zane took a step closer, his eyes cold and unreadable. “Well then, you’ll be able to keep your tokens under your pillow.”

      “Sir, I have no tokens.” Stealing tokens was worse than stealing money, or water, on Earth. Stealing water rations earned a prison sentence; stealing money earned a death sentence. On Siren, tokens were money, and stealing them would result in a stint in the Box.

      “Good. Then you’ll be wanting to earn some. You’re fighting in the Rounds, starting tomorrow.”

      Alex’s stomach hollowed as if Zane had punched him. No no no. He was not joining the Rounds. “I can’t fight.”

      He hadn’t been in a fight since he was a teen trying to get by, trying to get to school, out of the crumbling house his family shared with three others. But it hadn’t mattered—he’d never gotten out of the slums. He didn’t have the connections to get into the towers, where air was filtered and the rich never left the complex. Sure, he’d built them, but he couldn’t live in them. The medical he’d had before boarding Siren, had revealed he was in the first stages of chem-lung. If he had stayed on Earth, he’d have been dead within a decade.

      “I can’t fight, Sir.” Zane leaned a little closer and raised one eyebrow. A scar ran through the middle—Alex doubted Zane had received it in a fair fight. He didn’t look like a man who ever got his hands dirty. He had people for that.

      Alex repeated himself, carefully keeping his voice free of emotion. “I can’t fight, Sir.”

      Zane’s eyes widened and he leaned forward a fraction. “Really? Don’t forget where you are. I read the records of all the prisoners, 1789.” Zane pronounced the number as an insult. “I know about your juvenile record, and I know how you ended up here. You’re smarter than you let people think, so don’t play dumb with me.”

      “It’s been a long time, Sir. I’ve tried to be a better man.” He wondered what Lieutenant Zane’s story was. He’d bet a token he didn’t have that there was something fishy behind that cool persona.

      “Yet here you are, dressed in yellow. D1 common area, 1700 hours. If you don’t show, there will be a penalty.”

      Alex’s fingers twitched. He knew blackmail when it was slapped across his face. He also knew crossing Lieutenant Zane was a bad move. Even some of the enlisted under Zane’s command bitched when they thought no one was listening.

      Alex always listened, and always tried to stay well clear of trouble. But now trouble had sniffed him out. They needed fresh blood for the Rounds, and he was it. If he said no, Zane would see to it that he got fucked over. It would be Zane’s word against his, and as a prisoner, Alex would lose. For a moment, images of an arranged beating and rape flashed through his mind, making his blood run cold. It had happened to other prisoners already.

      However, fighting in the Rounds didn’t exactly conform to his plan to study hard and survive. People would notice him for all the wrong reasons.

      Zane smiled, his teeth a perfect white that only money could buy. “I don’t have all day.”

      Alex swallowed down the loathing at being forced to obey. “1700 hours, Sir. I’ll be there.”

      Zane turned on his heel and walked away, his shoes clanging on the metal floor. For a moment Alex thought he wasn’t going to release the magna-cuffs, but Zane pressed the button just as he reached the door. Alex let his hands fall to his sides and listened until he could no longer pick Zane’s footsteps from the others.

      Alex was yellow bacteria in the belly of a metal beast flying faster than he could imagine toward Solitaire. He was insignificant in the grand scheme of the new colony. The three ships traveling from Earth carried thousands of prisoners, all sent to build the new town and work the fields. Some would die before finishing their sentence and tasting freedom. He didn’t want to be one of them. His plan shifted from surviving the twelve-month trip and serving his time in the colony to become a free man in four years. Now, it was just about surviving the Rounds.

      [image: ]

      At any given time, a third of the prisoners were locked down for eight hours to sleep. There were eight hours for classes, meals, and jobs—for those who were lucky enough to be doing laundry or cleaning—and the remaining eight hours for recreation. Cards, gym, study … and the Rounds.

      Alex kept his breathing steady. Fighting while amped up with nerves would mean screwing up. He pressed his lips together and kept walking, his steps ringing out. Voices and laughter filtered out of the metal modular cells. Just because they were hurtling through space to a planet covered in life no further advanced than alien giant squid didn’t mean they had to be miserable.

      Most days, three meals a day, a bed, and the cleanest air he’d ever breathed was reason enough to smile. He wasn’t the only one grateful to be off Earth. But today he hadn’t smiled at all. Not even when he’d been ordered to join the geotechnical classes, to get a better understanding of the rocks and substrates they’d be building on.

      He started down the stairs, quickening his pace, already wondering how long he’d be forced to fight. Just today? Ten days? As long as he was winning? And if he didn’t win? His steps slowed a fraction.

      Three men in yellow moved past him. No one bumped into him. In a place where space was a premium and tempers could fray fast, accidental contact was avoided at all costs.

      Could failure be his way out of the Rounds? It went against his nature to deliberately let something go, and while Zane had talked about sex and alcohol, the idea of spending a token—even if it had been earned in blood—on an extra piece of fresh fruit was much more tantalizing.

      That was what he missed most about home. The small community garden that he and six other neighbors had tended, to supplement what they could buy. Food was expensive. The idea that there had been an obesity problem at the turn of the twenty-first century was laughable. Now most were struggling to survive, and only the rich, in their protected towers, grew fat off everyone else. It would be different on Solitaire. But for how long? Already classes were forming: civvies, Army, prisoners.

      Alex walked into the prison rec area. Hoops were hung at each end, but the gathered crowd wasn’t there to watch mini-basketball. They were there for blood.

      The fights had originally been held in the soldiers’ rec area, but after a brawl had broken out, drawing attention to what was going on, they had been shifted down here. The move had delighted many prisoners because it meant they could all watch the entertainment. Today, he was the entertainment. Tension thrummed in Alex’s body.

      Supervising the fights and the prisoners were Army personnel. Guards with electro-whips on their hips, as well as staff from other divisions. Damn. That meant the Engineering Corps he’d been hoping to impress would hear about this.

      Given the number of people here, everyone must know about the Rounds. They were unofficial and not condoned, but not banned, either. Just another gray area—as long as no one got seriously hurt, it was ignored. The center area was clear apart from one junior officer in mottled fatigues. Alex scanned the uniforms again, but Zane was nowhere to be seen. For a moment Alex considered leaving, but then the man in the middle began calling out numbers. There was no backing out.

      [image: ]

      His appearance at the Rounds soon became regular, and all too easy. Show up, wait to be called, wait for the bets to be placed, then remain standing for the five-minute round. No head hits, no broken limbs. They wanted a clean, bare-knuckled fight—injuries would end the fun.

      And while he wanted to deny it, he was actually enjoying himself. The adrenalin rush, at least—not the aches afterward. Most of the fighters were younger than Alex. He’d been a construction foreman on Earth; these guys would have been apprentices. The only thing they brought to the new colony was youth. It was a bitter thought. He curled his fingers into fists and moved into the center once again as his number was called out.

      There were a few cheers—he’d won more than he’d lost, and he put up a good fight. He took off his numbered shirt and tossed it to the side. His number was also stamped across his black singlet, in yellow digits four inches high. If the colony was a hive, the prisoners were the drones. His opponent stepped up. A young guy with skin a few shades darker than his. Alex had seen him fight—he pushed clean right to the very edge. Winning would be tough, but he wasn’t ready to kiss a hydroponic orange goodbye just yet. 2043 stripped off his shirt, ready to fight.

      “Place your bets,” the officer yelled above the noise.

      Murmurs and odds rippled around the rec room, but Alex wasn’t listening. He was trying to be ready. He still had bruises on his ribs and forearms from last time, and his knuckles were always grazed and rough, even though he usually had three days between Rounds.

      “Five minutes. Keep it clean.”

      The crowd faded to a blur of color; the sandy-brown camouflage of the Army uniforms mixing with the painfully bright yellow of the prisoners. There was no dancing around, feeling out his opponent—that got booed pretty fast. The crowd wanted action. A performance, where punches were thrown to connect, but not hard. Alex got a few good body blows in. Half the battle was fitness, the rest was the ability to shut out the pain of repeatedly getting hit. Getting hold of the opponent and keeping him down was also acceptable. It was as though boxing had gotten together with wrestling and martial arts.

      Alex ducked low and turned away, aiming to land a solid punch under 2043’s arm, to either lock up the muscle or hit the pressure point in the armpit. But 2043 swung his elbow in defense and Alex was caught in the wrong place in the wrong split second. His cheek connected with the elbow. His head snapped back as white bloomed behind his eyes. Before he had a chance to recover, orders were being shouted. His magna-cuffs activated, snapping his hands together and throwing him off balance, then people were hauling him back.

      Someone grabbed his chin. “Look at me, 1789.”

      Alex did. The stars had gone and the pain was starting to radiate across his face. The guard examined the wound for a couple of seconds and then stood. “No tokens awarded. 1789, to the nearest medical station. 2043, in lockdown for forty-eight hours.”

      2043 swore, but there was no getting out of it. Any rule infraction was dealt with fast, accidental or not.

      The guard marched him up the stairs and to the right. His first trip to the medic. His cheek burned, but it wasn’t smarting nearly as much as his pride.

      [image: ]

      As deployments went, Sienna had experienced worse. If she forgot for a few moments that they were all going to die in space, or on some distant rock they were supposed to call home, it was almost pleasant. Clean water and air, and the same shitty food as any Army camp. However, unlike all her previous deployments, most of her patients were prisoners. She’d pulled the short straw, and earned Lieutenant Andrew Zane’s ire, and now she was stuck on prison duty for the whole flight. Most of which involved first aid, rather than actual medicine. She’d done field surgery, for God’s sake—now she was doling out pain meds and suppositories.

      It could be worse. At least she’d die after breathing clean air, and not from chem-lung on Earth. But her feet belonged on Earth—the home she’d never see again, thanks to the US Army. The people who’d volunteered for this trip were crazy fuckers.

      She heard footsteps moments before the clear door unlocked and two men walked in. Only Army personnel could open the door to the medic’s station. She scanned their uniforms. A Warrant Officer and a prisoner. The prisoner, 1789, looked as though he’d seen better days. His cheek was split open and blood was trickling down his olive skin and into the scruffy, not-quite-a-beard that was becoming popular among the prisoners, as it meant less shaving. Her gaze flicked to his hands. His knuckles were red and grazed.

      Joy, another incident report. But she doubted the Warrant Officer had caused 1789 any damage. The officer was younger than she was and probably weighed less, even with his boots on.

      “What happened, Sir?” What excuse would the WO have for 1789’s injury?

      The officer nudged 1789.

      “I tripped and fell down a few stairs.” 1789 looked her in the eye as he spoke. His voice was perfectly modulated, but she knew it was a lie. If everything the prisoners said was true, they would have to be the clumsiest people on board. More likely he’d been fighting in the Rounds, but it was easier to agree to the lie. Safer, too. Tattling meant punishment.

      She nodded. “Fine, I’ll check him out. Is he free to wander?” Or was he going to be confined to his cell? If so, she would have to call someone to escort 1789. She never walked around the male prison without another guard. She was almost a prisoner herself—confined to the medical area. Lieutenant Zane could’ve put her in the female prison section of the ship but this was his way of controlling her, isolating her even further.

      The WO gave a single nod and then left, as if glad to be gone. The door clicked closed, leaving Sienna and 1789 alone. Thanks, asshole. Prick should’ve followed protocol and waited until the prisoner was locked onto the chair.

      “Sit.” She made her voice as hard as she could.

      1789 sat.

      “I’m going to release your cuffs and you’re going to place your arms on the chair. Clear?”

      “Clear.” 1789 gave a single nod.

      This would either go smoothly or be a cluster fuck. She was going to report the WO … not that it would make any difference. Zane would ignore any complaint that she made. Sienna released the cuffs and held her breath, keeping her finger over the activate button on her wrist control.

      As soon as he was free, 1789 placed his arms against the metal arms of the chair. She pressed the button before he had time to get comfortable.

      If he’d tried anything in those few seconds she would have hit emergency, locking down every prisoner in a ten-yard radius, which would have required some explaining. She’d never had to do it yet, but as one of the few women in the male area, she was aware of her precarious situation.

      “So how did you really split your cheek open?”

      “I fell,” he replied in that same flat tone.

      “Bullshit.” She hated being lied to, and if there was something untoward going on, she wanted to know. With Lieutenant Zane in charge of the guards, anything was possible.

      He blinked and looked at her carefully. “I fell, Corporal.”

      “Onto a fist. You aren’t the first to come in from the Rounds and I doubt you’ll be the last. So would you like to try again?” She swung the imager between them to check his face for broken bones.

      “You know about the Rounds?”

      “Everyone knows, even if they don’t watch and bet.”

      His head jerked in a nod, bones white on the dark screen.

      “Hold still for a moment.”

      She scanned the screen, looking for telltale black shadows or spider webs of cracks. Nothing. But she saved the image anyway for his med file.

      “He didn’t hit you hard enough to break anything.” But it was only a matter of time. Something was bound to go wrong in the Rounds.

      “It was an elbow. I ducked under his guard—it was an accident.”

      “That’s what they all say.” If her attacker had done the job right, she wouldn’t be on this tin-can suicide mission to Solitaire. The name said it all. Solitaire. As in solitary. A planet a year’s travel away from Earth was the ultimate solitary confinement—assuming they even got there. She wasn’t sure which would be better, dying in space or dying on the new planet, from starvation, new diseases, or weird insect bites. She suppressed a shudder and moved the machine. “How long have you been fighting?”

      “That was round ten.”

      “Win?” She ripped open packets of sterile swabs and picked up the glue. What the hell were they going to do on Solitaire? Make their own needles and glue? And when the imaging machines broke and the medicine ran out? They’d become a prehistoric civilization that told tales of the magic they’d once had. The briefing documents described their aim for a colony of pre-industrial standard. It sounded horrible.

      “Not this time.” His voice had lost its flat edge. He sounded like he was from the east coast. It was nice to hear a familiar accent. She was almost tempted to ask what he spent his tokens on, but she didn’t want to know.

      “What are you here for?” She wiped his cheek, clearing the blood away so she could get a good look at the split in his skin. It wasn’t that bad. Facial injuries always looked worse than they were.

      “I stole water rations.” His dark brown eyes tracked her movements. He wasn’t dismissive of her, or crude and suggestive. It was possibly the most normal conversation she’d had in three months.

      “Well, there’s plenty of water on Siren.” It was only drinkable after it had been treated, but the rationing wasn’t as strict as many cities.

      “As long as you don’t think about how many bodies it’s washed first.” His lips almost curved into a smile before he stopped himself.

      Sienna would have liked to see him smile. “No different to New York or any other city.”

      His gaze flicked to her face for a moment. “True. And I kind of like the metallic taste on the air.”

      “It doesn’t burn the back of the throat.” She grinned, even though homesickness grabbed and twisted her insides. She’d give anything to feel the sting of pollution catching in her lungs.

      “You sound like you miss it.” 1789 frowned as if the thought was odd, and out of place.

      She did, but it was a feeling she tried to hide. All Army personnel were supposed to be volunteers. She’d been given a choice: join the mission or get discharged. The military was one of the best jobs around, getting kicked out would’ve made her unemployable. So she’d joined the mission to trash a second planet.

      “It was my home. My family still lives there.” She caught herself before becoming stuck in an endless loop of self-pity. She was never going back, so there was no point letting it take hold. “What about you?”

      He blinked, surprised. “Me?”

      “Yeah. Got a name?” She held the edges of the wound together and sealed it with a line of glue.

      “Alex, Corporal.” There was a wariness in his voice, as if he wasn’t sure how to respond.

      She nodded, but didn’t use his name. It was too personal. She was Army and he was a con. An attractive con. Her gaze skimmed his singlet, over his shoulders and down his arms to his hands. What a waste of a decent man—a thief, she reminded herself, who had just given her the best conversation of her trip, not to mention something to think about in bed tonight.

      “You stole water—a relatively minor crime. So how did you end up on Siren?”

      “I was a construction foreman. Worked on the towers.”

      “Ah.” He was too old to be dumb labor, over thirty, and he looked as though he’d spent a lot of time in the sun. He had crinkles around his eyes. When he smiled they’d be laugh lines. He probably didn’t smile much these days.

      “Glue’s dry.” She placed a clear adhesive patch over the wound. “Keep it dry for two days. The patch will dissolve in the shower and the glue will break down in five.” She touched his jaw and turned his face to the light, as if assessing the wound for a final time. The short beard tickled her fingers, sending a spark of unexpected lust tumbling through her body. For a moment she held on to the feeling, the rush and tingle, the acute awareness of how close he was.

      Alex watched her intently, his gorgeous dark brown eyes fanned by short, dark lashes. His pupils widened. She wanted to run her fingers along his jaw, across his lips. It had been six months since she’d had a lover, and that had been disastrous.

      She pulled her hand back as if his skin had burned her. She couldn’t let her thoughts slide down that path, even though she knew plenty of guys were using cons for sex—male and female.

      “You got lucky, Alex,” Sienna said, she just needed to test out his name and see how it felt.

      He met her gaze and nodded. “I know.”
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      It hadn’t been hard to find out who was fighting in the Rounds. The upcoming fights were listed by deck in the Army mess. The three by eight-hour shifts were staggered among the six decks of prisoners, so at any given time, two were sleeping, two were in classes and the other two were either enjoying free time or working. The Rounds were scheduled accordingly, and took place in the prison rec area.

      Sienna found the bracket of fighters she was looking for and noted the time, just in case she decided to go. The wins and losses of each prisoner were also listed, both to help set the betting odds and also to ensure a good fight—if there was such a thing.

      She’d generally avoided anything to do with the Rounds, knowing who was behind them. Of course Lieutenant Zane would be the culprit. He loved nothing more than making people scurry around to do his bidding, and dance—or fight—to his tune. People obeyed him and the Army loved him.

      They didn’t really know him.

      It had been a slow day in the med station, leaving her plenty of time to debate whether she was going to the fight. Sienna checked the time again. If she was going, she had to leave now. She hesitated for a moment longer. Over the past couple of days—if they could be called days, given that there was no sunlight or darkness, just the artificial dimming of lights—she’d talked herself into it and back out of it a dozen times. This morning when she’d looked at the fight schedule and seen his number, she’d been keen to go. It wasn’t about the fight. She just wanted another glimpse of 1789.

      What if this was his last fight and she never got another chance? She pressed her lips together. She’d go for one fight, just his fight. That was all. She wasn’t even sure why she wanted to see Alex Tariel again. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He was hot. And he was stuck in her head, there every time she closed her eyes. Maybe this would cure her of the obsession.

      If someone needed assistance they could press the button—she was on call for an extra four hours anyway. Most of the time she spent it in the med station, and used the time to study—there was nothing worse than enjoying a run in the gym and being interrupted because a prisoner had supposedly fallen down the stairs. While her roommate worked a different eight-hour shift, they’d come to an agreement that they each got the room to themselves for two hours after their shift … mostly because her roommate had a better social life than she did.

      Sienna locked up and made her way to D1, where the fight was being held. She’d already have missed the first few, but there was only one she was interested in. And this way she’d be able to slide in at the back, unnoticed.

      She’d taken a quick look at Alex’s file while she’d been updating it. He was twelve years older than she was, and had seemingly thrown away a good life on Earth. There was more to it than that, but she didn’t have access to that information.

      Based on her conversation with him, and his prison record from Earth, he didn’t seem to be railing against the system the way some were. He hadn’t lashed out, just accepted his sentence and been a model prisoner. It was calming the way he seemed to accept what was going on, when she wanted to scream at how unfair it was that she was even here.

      The noise swelled, and echoed off the metal before she even hit deck 1. Then a hush took hold of the crowd. From the stairs Sienna could see half of the ring marked out on the floor. During the fight there was near-silence, as the crowd watched, enthralled.

      Prisoners were kneeling on the floor, while Army and Air Force ship crew stood around the outside. There were maybe sixty spectators in all, including over a dozen women in blue or sandy brown. Did the female prisoners have such fights? Probably not. But it was interesting that so many women were here watching, unconcerned about being surrounded by men. Sienna pressed down on the bubble of panic. She would not let it take hold. Zane didn’t have that power over her. Once again she wished that he was a million miles away from her and still on Earth.

      She scanned the crowd once more, looking for the horribly familiar face, but didn’t see him. She relaxed a fraction, and turned her attention to the fight.

      After about thirty seconds she understood why women came to watch. Muscles were on display, and in this otherwise stark and cold environment there was emotion and heat and tension. She tried not to think about what each landed punch meant for the body that wore it, and instead tried to admire the way each guy absorbed it, and hit back.

      Sienna drew in a breath at the physicality and glanced around at the rapt expressions of the crowd. It was so much better that this came out in the Rounds and wasn’t left to boil over. There’d only been a few brawls so far—but there was still plenty of time for things to go wrong. Tensions were always running high.

      One of the fighters, a tall skinny guy, landed a punch that dropped the other man to his knees. He looked solidly winded. Everyone started counting down, and then it was over. Skinny guy collected his token and kissed it with bloodied lips, then grabbed his crotch with his other hand. His words were drowned out by the buzz of the crowd, but there was no prize for guessing how he was going to spend the token.

      Sienna suppressed a shudder, even though she knew someone would happily take the token and give him what he wanted. The Rounds enabled male prisoners to buy some time with a hopefully willing female prisoner. She was sure that was where all the fighters spent their tokens. Her stomach turned. Was Alex any different? For a heartbeat she stood still and almost turned to run back to the safety of the med station. But she was only here to watch, nothing more. She could push aside reality for a few minutes and admire … couldn’t she?

      In the short break between fights she moved down the last three stairs and edged along the wall to get a better view. A sergeant moved aside for her without batting an eyelid. Bets were being taken. 1789 versus 0363.

      She shook her head when they came past her. There was no way she was getting that caught up. She was just here to see Alex fight. He was a magnet she apparently couldn’t resist. He was a man who gave her hope that on Solitaire she wouldn’t end up bitter and alone, and showed her that she was still capable of wanting a guy.

      As a woman, she knew that she could pick and choose who she wanted—on this first fleet of ships, women were outnumbered 4:1. But until the other day, she hadn’t seen anyone who’d made her look twice. She rarely got to mix with civvies, unless it was for medical training, and other soldiers were off limits, officially. Besides, after last time, she was never dating another Army guy. Ever. Especially not an officer with a rich family and connections. She pushed Zane out of her mind.

      Alex stepped into the ring and took off his shirt. His cheek held the shadow of a bruise, but the skin was healing well. He might end up with a small scar. His fingers flexed, and the silver of his cuffs gleamed in the artificial light. He didn’t bounce on his toes, or swing his arms as if practicing his punches. Instead, he stayed calm and still as he waited for the fight to begin.

      There was no way he could be that relaxed. Sienna’s stomach was knotted, and she was only watching. Other parts of her were getting tense, too—and damp. 1789 had somehow managed to awaken her sex drive, which had been AWOL since the attack. Her hand moved toward her neck, but she forced herself to keep it by her side. The bruises had faded long ago, even if the memory hadn’t.

      Alex and 0363 faced off, guard up. She watched his hands, the way his shoulders and biceps moved with every punch and block. Unlike 0363, and the previous two fighters, Alex did block, protecting himself and using his cuffs almost as weapons to damage his opponent’s hands. His chest heaved as the fight went on, both men slick with sweat.

      Sienna’s lips parted. She pressed them firmly together. She didn’t get turned on by watching two men punch each other. No, she got turned on watching Alex—1789—fight. She had to think of him by his number.

      The other guy stumbled and Alex used the split second to force him out of the ring. She glanced at the clock. Four and a half minutes. She could think of better ways to spend four minutes with Alex. 1789, she corrected herself again. But now that she knew his name, it was hard to see him just as a number.

      She couldn’t use him for sex, that would be wrong … unless he wanted sex too. All Army and prison personnel had been given a five-year birth-control implant under the guise of getting the colony established—the civvies could apparently breed like rabbits. And everyone had been medically screened. From Alex’s file, she knew the only condition he’d had was the beginnings of chem-lung. He’d been treated and put on the ship. On Earth they didn’t treat prisoners, they let them die.

      She watched as he pocketed his privilege token with no public display. He gave a nod to the spectators and picked up his shirt. Job done. In that second she knew he wasn’t here for the glory, just the payment. She wanted to know how he’d spend his token. Then he glanced in her direction, and for a moment his cool mask of indifference was gone.

      He knew she’d come to watch him.

      Her heart gave a couple of erratic beats. It was only lust. Lust that had suddenly been given a jumpstart by a construction foreman turned thief. A man she might have walked past in her own neighborhood without ever realizing it. He’d lived in the same suburb as her parents, according to his file.

      Yet here they were, one quarter of the way to nowhere.

      Perhaps he had an itch that needed scratching. A one-off thing. It happened. The guys she served with were doing it, paying female prisoners, or coming to other arrangements. Could she do that? She hesitated … she could at least have the conversation with Alex. But it wasn’t conversation that she wanted. It had been months since she’d had sex. It would be nice to finally move on and put Zane well and truly in her past. Alex could certainly do that.

      She tilted her head toward the stairs and started moving, not sure if she wanted him to get the hint or not. Maybe she’d lose her nerve. It would be easier to go back to her room and do herself. Twice. But it wouldn’t be the same.

      With Alex there’d be no risk. She could lock him down. He wouldn’t get the chance to get his hands around her throat the way Zane had.
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      Alex had almost convinced himself it couldn’t be Corporal Jade. He’d never seen her at the Rounds before—and he’d have noticed. Every man would have. Her dark, honey-blond hair stood out among the sea of brunettes. But here she was—and she was giving him the nod to follow. At least, that was what he thought it was.

      He hesitated for a few seconds, not sure if he should obey. His cheek ached, as if reminding him of her touch on his skin, and the way she’d asked for his name. For the first time since getting arrested he’d actually felt like a person, and not some kind of numbered low-level scum.

      Scum he’d willingly become in order to get a place on the first fleet to leave Earth and colonize Solitaire. While research base Unity had been there for just over ten years, this trip was to set up farms and accommodation, to build a working town so that when other ships arrived there would be something there for them. The only reason prisoners were on board was to do the heavy work. The rest of the ship would be filled with those deemed worthy—or wealthy—enough. It had been his only chance to leave the damage on Earth. He just hoped the reports from Unity weren’t all bullshit.

      Corporal Jade moved up the stairs with confidence, and while plenty looked, no one touched and no one said anything. It would have been different on Earth. Somehow being jammed together was making people more careful with what they said. She wasn’t the only woman being watched with a hungry stare, but she was the only one he was interested in.

      “Good fight, 1789,” one of the enlisted called, no doubt after collecting a pile of tokens.

      Alex jerked his chin in thanks, and pulled on his shirt. He didn’t bother buttoning it. He was having a shower after he found out what Jade wanted. When he checked the stairs she was gone, and everyone’s attention was back on the ring, ready for the next fight. He touched the token in his pocket. He could spend it feeding his lust, but he knew some casual fuck wouldn’t satisfy. It was a pity the token couldn’t buy some time with Corporal Jade. He walked to the stairs. Then again, maybe it had—or maybe he was taking her nod the wrong way.

      He was only thinking about sex because he hadn’t had any for months. The adrenalin was pumping, and her watchful gaze had given him a hard-on like a steel pipe. He needed to get rid of that before he had a shower. Before lockdown. There was no way he was jerking off with two other guys in the room. He didn’t really want to be facing Jade with a hard dick, either.

      To hell with it. He’d find out what she wanted and decide what to do from there. He almost took the stairs two at a time, but restrained himself. Running could earn him a penalty. Three strikes for something menial like that and it was into the Box for forty-eight hours.

      She wasn’t in the narrow corridor between the modules that formed the cells, which would be turned into accommodation on Solitaire, so he headed toward the med station. He slowed when he saw the sign. What if this was some kind of set-up?

      If it was, it was one he hadn’t heard of. There were all kinds of tricks that the guards were pulling on unsuspecting prisoners—to be fair, not all guards were brutes, but there was a select group of bastards that it was definitely best to avoid.

      He waited for another con to pass, then knocked on the door. He stood in full view, so she could clearly see him. And he her. Her eyes widened for a heartbeat, as if she hadn’t really expected him to follow. Her gaze flicked to the security camera screen—no doubt making sure he was on his own, and no one was hiding in the corridor. Then she gave him the signal to turn around. He did, placing his hands together so they could be cuffed behind his back. They snapped together and the door opened. He had exactly three seconds to enter before it automatically shut behind him.

      She gave him a glance that ran from his face down to his standard-issue boots. Long enough to assess, short enough that it didn’t feel like she was checking him out. “How’s the face?”

      “Pretty good, Corporal.” He wished he knew what her first name was, but he had to keep it formal and take his cues from her.

      She nodded. Her gaze was firmly on him, but there was enough distance between them that this visit still felt official. His fingers curled behind his back.

      “You fought well.”

      “I wanted the token more.”

      She hadn’t moved closer and he didn’t dare. On Siren he wasn’t her equal. On Earth he would’ve just asked her out. The thought came as a shock. Since getting arrested, he had tried not to think about normal life. All he’d done was focus on getting on the fleet and making it to Solitaire. He’d planned on getting through the one-year trip and the four-year sentence as best he could, which meant getting seconded to the Army Engineering Corps. And not getting sidetracked by the Rounds, or pretty blonds.

      Right now, only three months into the trip, the next four years and nine months was looking like a very long time to be spending alone.

      But that was just the adrenalin from the fight talking. Yeah, right. He could feel his dick pressing against his regulation underwear. He just hoped it wasn’t straining his pants.

      He needed to fill the silence, or she might dismiss him without saying whatever it was she wanted to say. He wanted to hear it. She had treated him like a person and not a thing, and he missed that. If she used his name again, he was pretty sure he’d do anything she asked. “Do you watch often?”

      She shook her head, her curls bouncing around her cheekbones. “I’d never seen the attraction before today.”

      His lips curved before he could stop them. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

      “Do you?”

      “I like the fresh fruit I can buy.” He stuck to the safe answer, not the one that tattled on an officer for coercing men to fight.

      Her lips parted in surprise. What did she think he spent the token on? But he knew the answer as soon as he’d thought the question.

      She took a step closer. “Isn’t there anything else you’d rather spend it on?”

      His heart seemed to swell, making breathing hard. As much as he wanted to follow this conversation to its natural conclusion, he didn’t like what it would mean.

      She was Army. She could do and say whatever she wanted and he wouldn’t be able to get a word heard in his defense. And yet when she looked at him, he didn’t actually care about the risk of falling for a guard.

      “Some things shouldn’t be bought or sold.” His voice came out huskier than it should have. He fisted his hands until it hurt, glad she couldn’t see the nail marks forming on his palms.

      “Some things probably shouldn’t happen,” she said softly. Whether she was speaking to herself or to him, he wasn’t sure. She looked away and he knew she was going to change her mind. The doubts were taking hold.

      The air thickened between them. He’d happily spend forty-eight in the Box if he could kiss her, sit her on the counter and fuck her—no, that would be worth a week in the Box, and he’d still come out smiling. However, if he suggested sex, even though that seemed to be where this was heading, it would be overstepping, and he didn’t want to take that risk.

      “I want to thank you for using my name the other day. It was nice to hear it again.” That was the honest-to-God truth.

      She smiled. “I’m Sienna.”

      He wanted to say it aloud, but didn’t. The ground was still too fragile, so he nodded instead. “Why did you want to see me?”

      Her tongue darted over her lip and his knees weakened. He could take a punch, but she could put him on the ground and out for the count with barely a movement.

      “I wanted to talk to you. Which I can do.” While her words were spoken softly, he felt the edge forming, the chasm between them that couldn’t be bridged. She was in charge of whatever happened.

      He’d run his own life since he was sixteen. That he’d surrendered all control the moment he’d been arrested still chafed. He hadn’t expected it to be so difficult. He gritted his teeth. He’d gotten himself into this, now he had to play the game. He lowered his gaze to her boots, not trusting himself to speak.

      She took a couple of steps forward, then reached out and ran her fingers over his chest before pulling her hand back as if the touch had burned her. He heard her swallow.

      “Just say it, Sienna.” He made himself use her name so he could pretend they were equals checking each other out before someone made the first move. Here, it couldn’t be him.

      “You don’t know what I want.”

      He lifted his gaze from the floor. “I want the same thing.”

      “You could get it anywhere.”

      He had no desire to waste a token on a blow job in the shower, keeping his eyes closed and pretending it was a woman, not a man. His imagination wasn’t that good. He took a risk. “I want you.”

      Pink colored her cheeks like a sunrise he’d never see again. “You only met me two days ago.”

      He laughed. “I could say the same thing to you.” He took a breath. “Ask me and I’ll say yes.” Yes, because he’d never wanted anything more. Yes, because for a short while he’d be more than a number. Yes, because the heat in her gaze was setting fire to his blood.

      She lifted her hand and for a second he thought she was going to slap him. Instead, her finger grazed his cheek below the cut. He turned his head and kissed her soft palm. Her hands weren’t rough from laboring like his were. What he wanted was his hands free, pants down and Sienna up against the wall, her legs around his waist as he thrust until he forgot where he was.

      “I want to get laid.” Her other hand cupped his balls and slid up his erection.

      It was kind of hard to deny the lust pumping through his body when her hand was moving over the evidence. “I can oblige.”

      She leaned in closer. Close enough that if either of them took a deep breath, her breasts would touch his chest. Regardless of the layers of clothing between them, this was still the closest he’d been to a woman in months—a woman he wanted.

      “Why?” She tipped her chin to meet his gaze. Her hand was still on his dick and he was trying not to think about it, or about what getting caught would mean.

      That was not the question or the order he was expecting. “You have your hand on my cock I’m sure you’ve noticed the effect you’re having. If I hadn’t seen you at the fight, I’d have had a shower and done some study. But I saw you and all the blood rushed from my head. Maybe if you’d treated me like shit, like every other bug—guard—around here, I wouldn’t have looked twice. But you didn’t. You aren’t like them.”

      She pulled her hand away. “You don’t know me. I just want you for sex.”

      He blinked slowly, trying and failing to steady his heart rate. That was the crux of it. He could pretend he was getting what he wanted out of this, but the truth was, this was her game. He played by her rules or not at all. But he wanted to play—if only to see what would happen next. “That’s still the best offer I’ve had on Siren.”
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      Sienna regarded him for a moment. Had she really expected him to say no? Or had she assumed she’d back out, and not even ask? Her fingers curled, as if remembering the feel of his hard length. So tempting. She could laugh and send him away, pretend that she’d been toying with him, nothing more. But she was already slick with need. Her nipples were hard, her body ready. The sight of him standing there, hands behind his back, trying to behave and not overstep the boundaries was rather enticing. She didn’t need foreplay.

      She could unbutton his pants and he’d have no choice. And then she’d be just as bad as the rest of them, using cons for their own amusement, both in the Rounds and in bed.

      “I’m going to give you the chance to speak freely, Alex. If you want to leave, say so. I won’t command you to stay and I won’t hold anything against you or make any kind of report.” She needed to know that he was here because he wanted to be here and not just because he thought he’d get into trouble if he didn’t go along with it. Whatever it was.

      “I appreciate that, but I want to be here.” He held her gaze, completely steady.

      What man, or con, was going to turn down sex with no commitments? She certainly wasn’t going to. She flicked open the button on his fly, then dragged down the zipper. He swallowed, but otherwise didn’t move. He kept his dark gaze on her. If she hadn’t been wet before, she was now.

      She shoved his pants down over his hips, then traced the ridge of his cock, straining against his briefs. The black fabric was damp where the tip pressed against it. He was ready to go, but she teased a little longer, running her fingers over the head and enjoying the way his breathing quickened.

      He probably didn’t realize how good he looked restrained. All that muscle. She slid her hand over his singlet. Naked, he’d be damn fine. She brushed her fingers across the dusting of hair that was visible on his chest.

      The ache in her core increased. She was pretty sure she’d never been so aroused just from touching someone and not being touched. It was better this way. There was no reminder of what had happened last time. The memory of being choked pushed through her mind. Before Zane, she’d enjoyed sex. Liked it too much. A whore. His words echoed in her mind.

      She pulled her hand away. Perhaps he was right. Why else would she be standing in the med station feeling up a prisoner?

      “I shouldn’t be doing this.”

      “You shouldn’t be stopping.” His voice was rough. “I want you.”

      “You’d fuck any woman right now.”

      He shook his head. “No I wouldn’t. Would you fuck any man?”

      No, she wouldn’t. She’d had offers and declined them all, partly out of fear. Zane had taken something she’d once enjoyed and made her afraid of getting close to anyone. But Alex was different. She felt safe with him because she could control him. “I chose you.”

      She stepped away so she didn’t have to look at him, and pressed the button locking both doors of the med station—the one to the prison and the one to the Army quarters. The lights dimmed and the doors became opaque. If anyone needed care, she’d be alerted.

      “Why?” His gaze followed her.

      “Why not?” She wasn’t going to tell him how attractive she found him. She glanced from him to the chair. The counter or the wall were the only other options, and since she intended to keep his cuffs on the whole time, neither of them would work. “In the chair, no funny moves.”

      “You aren’t going to release the cuffs?”

      “Only long enough for you to put your hands on the chair.”

      “I don’t get to touch you?”

      “No.” She was in control. She had to be—this was the first time she’d been with anyone since Zane. She needed to prove that she wasn’t vulnerable.

      Something that could have been hurt or annoyance flickered across his face before he masked it. For a moment she almost felt guilty for restraining him, but she couldn’t trust him. She barely knew him. He crossed to the chair in four steps and dropped heavily onto it, his pants open, cock jutting against his briefs. Her stomach gave a little twirl of excitement. This felt so different to anything she’d ever done before.

      She touched the controller on her wrist. “Hands on the chair like before.”

      “This isn’t going to work.”

      “Sure it is.” She hoped it was. “You’re going to scoot your hips forward.”

      “I’d rather put you against the wall.”

      She smiled as the image formed in her mind. It sounded rather glorious. “Anything else you’d rather do?”

      His gaze lowered. “Get on my knees and eat a peach.”

      Her knickers were definitely damp now. No man had ever said something like that to her and looked as though he meant it. She was pretty sure he’d do it if she asked. Her knees went a little soft at the idea of Alex on his knees, licking her clit.

      “Are you that hungry?”

      “You have no idea.” His tongue traced his lower lip. His beard would tickle … she was sure she’d like it. But where there was tongue there were also teeth, and she wasn’t sure she trusted him that much. She looked at him and saw the raw hunger in his eyes. Not every man was as cold as a shark. Alex burned with life that was barely restrained by a couple of metal cuffs.

      “Arms. Chair.”

      He smiled. “Peach.”

      “Would you let someone you’d just met put their mouth on something so sensitive?”

      He thought about it for a few seconds. “If I was in your boots, no.”

      “Show me you can obey and maybe next time …” She lifted her eyebrows in what she hoped was a suggestive manner. The idea of a next time was already very appealing. But only if he could prove himself trustworthy—and that included not talking about her to anyone. She’d know within twenty-four hours if he had.

      “Arms. Chair, Corporal,” he said.

      That stung. She’d thought they were past numbers and rank. She released his cuffs and he immediately placed his arms on the chair, then she re-magnetized them.

      Without being asked, he shifted forward so she’d have room to straddle him. “Ready when you are.” He gave her a cold smile that was betrayed by the heat in his eyes.

      That heat sent shivers through her body. She untied her boots and took them off. Then she opened her pants and wiggled her hips as she tugged them down, well aware he was watching. His gaze was hot enough to burn, and she began enjoying the control she had. He wanted her, and he wanted her enough that he’d do what she asked. She’d never had that kind of power before.

      With her pants on the floor she stood in front of him, ran her hands up his thighs and grabbed his yellow pants. As she tugged, he lifted his hips. She bit the inside of her lip to keep from smiling. This time as she smoothed her hands over his thighs, dark hair tickled her palms. She cupped his balls and rubbed her hand over his cock. Then, before she could think too hard about what she was about to do, she dragged his briefs down, revealing his shaft.

      Oh. Nice.

      Her core tightened in anticipation. He’d felt like a good size, but seeing was believing.

      “Like what you see?” He moved just enough to make his cock twitch.

      “Very much.” She smoothed her fingers over the dark, slick crown, then pulled his briefs down the rest of the way. Shimmying out of her knickers took precious seconds that she didn’t want to waste. Her shirt covered almost everything, but that didn’t stop Alex from drawing in a sharp breath.

      The tang of sex was already in the air and as she moved closer, straddling his legs, she was sure his shaft thickened. She almost expected him to grab her hips and guide her down, but he couldn’t, he had to wait for her. Her pulse hammered, hard enough that he must be able to hear it. As she rubbed against him his arms jerked. The cuffs held.

      Sienna leaned forward and placed her hands on his shoulders. His beard tickled her cheek. “Tell me what you want.” Her voice was breathy, as if she was already on the edge of coming. Being in control was a new kind of freedom.

      “To be buried in you.”

      She rolled her hips, enjoying the feel of his shaft between her labia. “I want to come first.”

      He gave a low laugh. “You are trying to kill me.”

      “Are you enjoying dying?”

      “I’d be enjoying it more if my hands were free.”

      “Not going to happen, so stop asking.” She slammed the memories of being helpless, being the victim, aside. Never again. She was taking back what Zane had stolen, and it started with Alex.

      She grasped his cock, hard and hot, and angled it so she could slide onto him. A tremor ran through her as he pressed against her core. He seemed to have stopped breathing.

      “Please,” he said, sounding as if it cost him everything to ask her to sink all the way down his length.

      With a sigh of pleasure she gave in, slowly easing down, his cock filling and stretching her. Heat traced through her nerves. It wasn’t going to take much to make her come. He moved, sliding further down the chair then lifting his hips as if to buck her off.

      She gripped his shoulders harder and ground her hips down. “Do that again,” she gasped.

      He obeyed without question this time and she slammed against him. His breath on her neck was warm as she rode him hard and he rose to meet her. The wave was building too fast, but she couldn’t stop it. It had burned in her blood since she’d first seen him. Her core tightened around him and she moaned as she came hard.

      “Oh, fuck, yes.” He jerked beneath her, his cock moving inside her as he came, which triggered another roll of pleasure through her body.

      It was then she realized she was panting as though she’d been running, and her nails were digging into his shoulders. She drew back, but he was still inside her and she didn’t want to lose that just yet. That, and she wasn’t sure her legs would work. However, the longer she remained there the more awkward and personal this would become.

      He was watching her, but the hunger was gone, replaced by a small smile that curved his lips. “I can follow orders.”

      “But you don’t like it.” She slid back and immediately craved the feel of his body again.

      “Do you?”

      She put on her knickers. “I joined the Army straight out of school. I knew what I was getting into.”

      “So did I,” he said quietly. “But I didn’t expect it to be like this.”

      “What?” She must have misheard.

      “I did it deliberately.”

      She did up her pants and shoved her feet into her boots. “Did what?”

      “Stole the water. It was the only way I could get off Earth.”

      Sienna stared at him, half undressed and cuffed to the chair—what a sight. Wait, what was he saying? That couldn’t be right. “You committed a crime deliberately?”

      “I was two years too old for the military, but I’d heard they were going to be cherry picking prisoners for the mission.”

      “You’re fucking crazy. You want to be here?” She’d love to be back on Earth. She didn’t want to be here. Another thing she could thank Zane for.

      “Not here, there. Five years seemed like a good trade.”

      She shook her head. “Why are you telling me?”

      “Because I’m not a no-hope con. I was thinking big. I wanted something better than dying of chem-lung from too much exposure to unfiltered air.”

      “I read your file, Alex. I know you’re not a career criminal.” She pulled up his briefs and pants. “Cuffs come off, get dressed and go.”

      “Yes, Corporal.” All emotion was gone from his voice again. She didn’t want that. She liked to see him smiling, liked the way the corners of his eyes crinkled.

      She took a few steps back and unlocked the door. “When we are alone together use my name. I like hearing it.” She released the cuffs and he stood, straightening his clothing in a few short moves.

      He stopped at the door. “See you on deck, Sienna.” Then he was gone.
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      “What happened to your face?” Warrant Officer Lopez asked, before Alex had even stepped into the room. He didn’t need this in his first geology class. Through the door he could see mostly Army camo. He was one of only three prisoners who’d been asked to join. Beneath his feet were carpet tiles. He was out of the prison D zone and into C, where the Army lived … where Sienna lived. She had been a constant in his thoughts.

      “I fell, Sir.” The lie came easily, even though he’d only said it a couple of times. It was easier than admitting to fighting in the Rounds. He didn’t want the people here to think he was that kind of con.

      “Would you like to try that again, 1789?”

      No. He’d had hardly any sleep—he’d thought sex would’ve given him some pleasant dreams, but no. Instead, he’d been up half the night reliving it, resenting the damn cuffs and the fact that he hadn’t been able to touch her. Kiss her. They hadn’t kissed at all. She’d actually used him for sex, and while part of him wanted to be horrified, he was embarrassed to admit he’d enjoyed it. Cuffs or no cuffs, he’d do it again if she asked … ordered. There was more to her than what she showed. Her reaction to his admission that he’d deliberately got arrested to be here had been off. All Army personnel were volunteers.

      “I collected an elbow in the Rounds, Sir.”

      “Why not just say that?”

      What, was he ten, and being told off for being late to school? People had turned to look out the door and see what the hold-up was.

      Lopez noticed the direction of his gaze. “We’ll go in when you answer.”

      Alex lowered his voice. “I didn’t want to admit to fighting, Sir.”

      “Like it, do you?” Lopez gave a nod as if he understood exactly what kind of man Alex was.

      Alex looked him in the eye. “I was doing as I was ordered, Sir.”

      The officer’s expression blanked. “Told to fight?”

      “Yes.”

      “Go in.” Lopez inclined his head and Alex walked into the classroom. The two other prisoners looked away, not wanting to be caught up in whatever trouble he was in, but the Army personnel casually assessed him. Even with his wrists cuffed together, they still thought he was a threat—or maybe they just wondered why he was here.

      To one side was a woman dressed in white. Fuck. A con in white was bad news. They were the high-security types. He knew that they were here in small numbers, and only because they had something to offer. Her hands and feet were locked to the table. She looked harmless, and also familiar.

      “First up we have three lemon drops joining us. All have construction experience: 1789 worked on the towers, 1168 dams, 2314 bridges. We also have the pleasure of having 3006 with us. Her specialty is blowing things up.”

      Ah, that was why she looked familiar. She’d been on the news, labeled a terrorist, but Alex couldn’t remember her name. 3006 had blown up several dams to allow rivers to flow to small towns and farms. People in the cities didn’t appreciate losing what they claimed was their water that they needed for their farms and industry. As usual, those with money had triumphed.

      3006 smiled as people looked at her. She mouthed one word: Boom.

      Alex looked away. He’d heard she was creepy.

      With introductions over, the instructor, a civvie geologist, started showing slides that Research Base Unity had sent back to Earth over its ten years of operation.

      Seeing the differences in the structure hit home. Solitaire wasn’t Earth by a different name and with different plants. It was entirely different in its make-up. An alien planet. No, they were the aliens. To survive, they would have to learn the rules.

      Something Sienna had said stuck in his head. As he glanced around the room he realized everyone here was following orders. Some just followed more than others. He couldn’t keep resenting it, or he’d come to resent this opportunity. While he hadn’t officially joined the Army, he’d signed up the moment he’d stolen water rations. He’d volunteered to reduce his sentence by going to Solitaire—which had been his plan all along. So now he was here, he had to suck it up. His life wasn’t his to control.

      That would be easier to accept if he was more than a number. The only time he’d felt like he was a person was with Sienna, and even she was giving him orders.
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      After several days of classes, Alex’s head was full of rocks and densities. While the modules that formed the belly of the ship would be their first homes, any additional buildings would have to be constructed. They would have to quarry rocks, learn how to cement them together—assuming they could make cement as he knew it. Minerals were in different quantities on Solitaire. What if they couldn’t pull it off?

      He had to stop thinking like an Earthling. Humans had discovered and adapted for thousands of years. They’d work out how to live on Solitaire … or die. That was the incentive.

      He was being led back to D zone by a couple of bugs, along with the other two men in yellow. Every time he’d been in C zone he’d been surprised to see other cons— until he’d seen the exchange of tokens, and realized most of the prisoners were female. The trade in sex and tokens wasn’t even being hidden.

      Alex was about to look away, but his gaze caught on a woman in Army uniform. He drew in a breath. Sienna. She was talking to a couple of other people, but her head turned as if she was casually watching what was going on. She gave no indication that she’d recognized him. However, just when he thought it was too late and that she was going to ignore him she broke away from the group and sauntered over as though she owned the deck.

      “You want to leave 1789 with me?”

      The sergeant gave her a look. “You can’t find anything better to entertain yourself with?”

      She gave him a smile. “Unfortunately there’s no frat on the ship. Besides, it works for them.” She nodded in the direction of a couple of guys talking to a female con. “Thought I’d give it a go.”

      “Whatever.” The sergeant looked vaguely disgusted. “1789, you heard the Corporal. She wants a fuck.” He gave Alex a push in Sienna’s direction.

      The sergeant muttered something about whores in uniform. Sienna didn’t react, and while Alex wanted to turn around and knock the guy down, he didn’t. He just followed her like he was expected to. No one else said anything, but he was sure they noticed. He felt his cheeks burn. Did everyone know everything that was going on?

      She opened a door and held it so he could walk in first. It was about half again as big as his room, but there were only two beds in it and the bathroom was entirely hidden behind a non-structural wall. After what he’d been living in, it seemed like luxury. Grey-blue carpet tiles, clothing hung up, a few photos pinned to the wall and a pile of books on the desk. Medical books. He recognized the small handbook to life on Solitaire. Then his gaze landed on the piece of fruit in the middle of one bed.

      A peach.

      His mouth went dry.

      What did she have planned?

      The door clicked. He turned around to face her.

      “My roommate comes back in an hour. We have an agreement. No using each other’s bed and no touching of anything. Clear?” She pulled off her shirt so she was just in her tan singlet and camo pants and boots. She had more curves than he’d thought. More muscle, too. He could guess where she spent her free time.

      He nodded.

      “Good.” She smiled and he glimpsed the desire that she’d kept locked down in public.

      “Does that always happen out there?”

      “There are always a few women earning extra tokens. I assume most of them want to be there.”

      “I wasn’t asked.” Maybe they weren’t either.

      “Say the word and I’ll send you back to D zone.”

      He was silent.

      She walked over and picked up the peach. “I remembered how hungry you were last time.” There was a wicked glint in her eyes, and the tilt of her lips betrayed her amusement. “Would you like it?”

      He was pretty sure they weren’t just talking about the fruit. If they were, he’d just gotten his first peach-driven hard-on. It didn’t feel entirely wrong. “Yes.”

      “Knees.”

      He’d never appreciated carpet tiles this much before. The metal deck would have been cold and hard on his knees. He lifted his cuffed hands and she placed the peach in his palms. Cool and fuzzy, just this side of soft. How long had she been saving it? He rubbed his thumb over the surface. He hadn’t had a peach in years—not fresh, anyway, only canned. The only fresh fruit they got in D zone were apples and oranges, and even they had to be bought.

      He looked at Sienna. “Would you like some?”

      “No, it’s for you. I want to see you enjoy it.” She pulled the chair over and sat in front of him.

      Alex nodded. For a moment all he could do was look at the peach. Would it taste as good as one that had been grown on Earth, and ripened in the sun?

      He became aware that Sienna was watching him intently, as if she actually cared how he ate a peach. He brought it to his lips and inhaled, enjoying the scent before tasting the fuzzy skin with the tip of his tongue. Then he gently bit into the flesh. Juice dripped onto his palm and he licked it off, not wanting to waste a drop.

      Sweet and soft and juicy. Even consumed while on his knees and in cuffs, it was absolute luxury. He wanted to savor it, in case he never got another one. With his next bite he glanced up at Sienna. She wasn’t leaning back anymore, and her lips were parted.

      He slowly licked the juice from his hand, acutely aware that she was watching. He took a smaller bite, the skin tearing softly—God, it almost melted in his mouth. She would melt in his mouth. He’d make damn sure not to waste any of her juice. His dick got harder and he felt the tension low in his belly. He was never going to be able to eat a peach again without thinking of Sienna.

      He put the last little bit in his mouth and sucked the flesh off the stone. When he was sure there was nothing left he pulled the stone out of his mouth and put it in his pocket. It was more valuable than any privilege token.

      Her cheeks were pink. “Good?”

      “Yes.”

      “Still hungry?’

      He swallowed, savoring the taste of the fruit still on his tongue. His fingers were sticky and he was harder than the rocks on Solitaire. “I’m always hungry for you.”

      She raised one eyebrow, but didn’t say anything, just unlaced her boots, one at a time, then took them off. His heart started beating double-time as she stood and undid her pants. She slid them down her legs and placed them on the chair. Her knickers followed. This time her uniform wasn’t blocking his view.

      Her mound was covered in dark brown curls … would she be as succulent as the real peach? She moved closer, close enough that if he lifted his hands he’d be able to touch her. He wanted to, but he held back. This was the game. He had to wait until she gave him permission. Damned if he wasn’t enjoying it more this time.

      “How hungry?” she whispered.

      Like I’ve never eaten. “Starving.”

      She nodded and he lifted his hands, his knuckles grazing her inner thighs. Her legs trembled in response. He ran one finger over her curls and was pleased to find them damp. She was as aroused as he was. He slid his hands between her thighs to cup her butt and drew her half a step closer, careful not to let his cuffs bite into her skin.

      As he had with the peach, he inhaled her scent first. The tang of desire. Then he kissed her inner thigh, savoring the taste of her skin and the tremor that ran through her legs. She placed one hand on his shoulder, the other on his head, her fingers tunneling through his hair. For a moment he thought there might be more than sex happening here, but he squashed the thought fast. He was in no position to hope for anything more than the privilege of being here, instead of jerking himself off.

      He nuzzled the lips of her sex and she rolled her hips a fraction closer, offering him more. So he dipped his tongue between her folds and let the taste of her juices fill his mouth. Her fingers tightened and pressed into his shoulder. He almost hoped she’d leave the faint crescent marks of her nails again. Something that would last longer than their previous encounter.

      She gave a little moan as his tongue laved her clit. The sound sent a jolt of pure lust to the tip of his cock. He gripped her a little tighter and thrust his tongue into her. He wanted to hear her moaning, make her come so he could taste more of her, get drunk on her lust. He closed his eyes, needing only to feel her and hear her. She was whimpering, and rocking her hips as his tongue circled her clit softly. Her fingers were pressed hard against his scalp, but she didn’t force his head. She was just holding on. Her body tensed as she came, but he didn’t stop, he kept his mouth to her clit until she rode out the climax, while biting back on his own. For a moment afterward neither of them moved, then he slowly lowered his hands, releasing her.

      His balls were tight and aching and his dick was throbbing with every beat of his heart. He’d almost come in his pants. If she touched him now, that would be it. He drew in several deep breaths and tried to tamp down the desire that burned through him. He was sure he sounded as shaky as he felt. No woman had ever brought him to his knees like this.

      And he wasn’t ready to get up.

      “Lie down.” Her voice was rough. He liked that he’d done that to her.

      He glanced at the floor, not quite sure how to manage her request.

      “Do you need a hand?” She was touching his shoulder again.

      He looked up, his gaze taking in the flush of her skin and the darkness of her eyes. “No.” If she wasn’t going to un-cuff him, he wasn’t going to ask for help.

      It wasn’t graceful, but he dropped to his side and rolled onto his back. Carpet tiles weren’t that much softer than metal—they just gave the illusion of something better.

      Sienna undid his pants, her hand lingering over his cock. He had to hold his breath for a moment to regain the control he’d fought so hard for.

      “You’re very good at eating peaches.”

      “Thank you.” He couldn’t help the smile that appeared in response to her compliment.

      He lifted his hips as she tugged down his pants and briefs in one move, wishing she’d taken them all the way off. He wanted to be naked, skin to skin with her. Her fingers caressed the length of his cock, slid over the head, spreading the fluid leaking from the tip. “You enjoyed it.”

      “I like peaches.”

      She nodded. “I can tell.”

      He wanted her to slide on and ride him hard. He wouldn’t last long, but he didn’t care right now. She stripped off her singlet and then the plain black bra she wore underneath, so she was naked. Her breasts would be perfect handfuls—if he could, if she let him. He had to close his eyes, but he felt her move over him.

      “Open your eyes.”

      “I need a moment.” He hated admitting that weakness. “You turn me inside out.”

      She laughed softly, her fingers gliding over his stomach, beneath his clothes. Touching him without causing him to lose what little remaining control he had.

      When he opened his eyes she was leaning over, watching him intently. Her honey-colored hair was like a halo under the artificial lighting, her eyes blue like the sky of home. An angel sent to torture him with beauty he couldn’t touch and a lust he couldn’t quench. He lifted his hands so his thumb brushed the hard peak of her nipple. She didn’t pull away, so he did it again, this time rolling it between his fingers.

      She lowered her hips to his, pausing as if she enjoyed the feel of him, hard and pressed against her sex. The taste of her was still on his tongue, soft and warm and salty. He knew how she’d feel around him, sheathing him tight. Then she was sinking onto him, taking him deep in that first stroke.

      The groan was all his. There were worse ways to die. Watching Sienna move, the way her tits bounced and her lips parted was not one of them. He lowered his gaze to where their bodies joined so he could see the way his cock slid into her, skin glistening. Her breathing quickened with each thrust. The knots in his balls increased. He wanted to be able to grab her hips and pull her down hard, run his fingers over every inch of her skin, kiss her lips and steal her breath.

      But that was all out of reach. Desire and frustration warred within him. If he was free, it could be better. But he should be happy with what he was getting, what she was giving, instead of wishing for more.

      He reached out and touched her clit with two fingers—that much he could do, even if the move wasn’t elegant—and lifted his gaze. He was so close to coming, he was fighting it with every heartbeat, but he wanted to see her come first. Her fluid coated his fingers, making every touch slippery. He gave in, his climax tearing through him and leaving him breathless. She ground against him dragging every last sensation from him. Her eyes closed, then she gasped, clenching around him. She rolled her hips a couple more times, ripples running through her and into him, before stilling.

      Every nerve was still reeling, sparking like a broken circuit, unable to switch off, even when she moved off him and disappeared behind the wall. A door closed. Her bathroom had a door. Fuck me, it’s five-star in here.

      He closed his eyes for a moment and let his heart and breathing slow. That was better than going to the gym. The floor started to bite into his shoulder blade, but he didn’t want to move just yet. He wanted to hold on to the simple pleasure of being well fucked for just a fraction longer, so he could pretend that real life wasn’t waiting for him to slot back in.

      The bathroom door opened and her feet padded across the floor. He opened his eyes as she stood near him and looked down.

      “Did you want to clean up?”

      He hadn’t moved, not even to straighten his clothing or pull up his pants. He should’ve at least made himself presentable. “Yeah.”

      She offered her hand but he managed to get up, grab his pants before they fell down, and get to the bathroom. He had some pride. He shut the door and leaned against it. His hands were shaking just a little. They were also sticky, and he needed to wash his face. He had an entire bathroom to himself. It was only a few feet square, but he was alone. In a bathroom. It had been a while. He drew in a breath and tried to enjoy the sensation without worrying that she was waiting.

      Then his cuffs demagnetized.

      Had she realized? He waited for them to snap together, or to the nearest metal surface—whatever was closest. Nothing happened. Then he realized she’d deliberately freed him so he could wash. A small smile formed. As much as he’d love to have a shower, he didn’t. He didn’t want to use up her ration, and he was already known as a water thief.

      He straightened his clothing and settled for washing his face, and beard, with one short burst of high-pressured water. It was more air than water, but he was used to the water-conserving spray. As he wiped his face he looked in the mirror. He recognized the man, but not the expression. He looked happy. It took a moment for him to realize that he was. This was the best he’d felt in months. Even before committing the theft, he’d been worried about his plan failing, then all through sentencing and processing he’d been concerned about getting on the ship. The idea that it could have all been for nothing, that he might have to serve his sentence on Earth, had kept him awake for many nights. He’d relaxed a little once the ship had left the atmosphere. Now he was actually smiling, like he’d just had the best day of his life.

      He patted his pocket, checking that the peach stone was still in there, then opened the door.

      Sienna was dressed and the chair was back in place, as if nothing had happened. He wanted to ask what was going on, but he didn’t want to damage it, whatever it was. Perhaps it would just take time to win her over, and then she’d undo his cuffs.

      Just what did he think was going to happen between them? He glanced down at his bright yellow clothes and then up her smart uniform.

      “Hands, please.”

      Alex placed his hands in front of him. The cuffs tugged and locked together. This was it, he was going back to D zone. He wasn’t ready to leave, but the longer he stayed here the worse it would be. The cons would notice his absence. Two of them had seen him get called aside. He was going to cop it, but it would be worth it.

      “Thank you for the peach.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said with a grin. She walked to the door, stopped, and turned.

      He was only one step behind her. He could grasp her uniform with his fingers if he wanted. She turned and leaned in, placing her mouth to his. Her tongue flicked over his lower lip, daring him to respond. He did, his tongue meeting hers in a kiss that he felt to his toes. For a moment he was sure he was in freefall, before she pulled away and his feet hit the deck.

      “I just wanted to see what you tasted like.” Then she opened the door and escorted him back to reality.
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      “I hear you’re sleeping with the dregs.” Peterson sat opposite her in the mess.

      Sienna would’ve liked to ignore him. Maybe pulling Alex aside hadn’t been such a great idea, but she’d wanted him, and knew the positives far outweighed the negatives.

      “So are you.”

      “But you’re a girl. You’re a limited commodity.”

      Sienna put down her spoon. The nutritionally balanced porridge-like concoction splashed onto the table. “I’m a woman, and I’m not a commodity. I’m a person and I can fuck whoever I want. Just like the rest of you.”

      “Yeah, but … at Unity …” He tapered off as she glared at him. She was pretty sure he was one of Lieutenant Zane’s cronies—well, maybe more lackey than crony, since he was a lowly corporal like her.

      “At Unity what? I’m not a breeding cow.” She stood up, sick to the pit of her stomach. When the birth control ran out, she’d be expected to settle down and have kids. She certainly didn’t want them with a man who assumed that would be her only role on Solitaire. “But you are a pig.” She picked up her breakfast and ate the rest as she walked to the scullery to ditch her used bowl and spoon.

      She knew her roommate was sleeping with an Air Force guy and some of the other enlisted women were dating guys even though they weren’t supposed to be. The organizers of this trip hadn’t thought things through if they expected no frat in the military and yet at the same time still expected all the women to partner up, marry and have babies.

      Perhaps she should’ve made more of an effort to check out the civilians, but she rarely saw any—Zane had made sure of that. That was fine with her. She’d play the hand she’d been dealt. A smile curved her lips as she entered the med station and remembered Alex locked to the chair.

      He might be a prisoner, but the color of his clothes didn’t change who he was on the inside.

      She turned on the sign so people could see that the med station was open. The prisoners on this level would be just getting up. The first half hour was usually slow, then after that there was usually a random assortment of things. Some prisoners were still undergoing treatment for chem-lung. But those with anything fun and interesting were sent to the on-ship hospital.

      With a sigh, she pulled out her portacomp and started reading up on the treatment for insect bites and the poisonous fish type things of Solitaire. Because the environment was completely alien, humans suffered a reaction to most of the insects there. Particularly impressive was one that researchers were calling the flesh dissolving beetle. It was as big as a human hand and, true to its name, its bite dissolved flesh. Fortunately, if treated within thirty minutes it was an injury that one could recover from.

      Yuck, yuck, yuck. Sienna rested her head on her hands and sucked in a few deep breaths. She really didn’t want to be here. Perhaps she should’ve left the Army and stayed on Earth. And what? She’d had no options, and whoring herself to the rich men in the towers held no appeal. To the rich she was just a commodity … and here?

      She already knew the answer. She’d traded one no-hope life for another.

      The buzzer went off and Sienna lifted her head.

      A pale-skinned man in yellow turned and placed his hands behind his back. First case of the day. She checked he was alone, then let him in.

      1447 wouldn’t meet her gaze. He stared at her boots. His lip was split and there was a bruise coloring up on his face. From yesterday’s Rounds? Usually they came in straight away.

      “Have a seat.”

      He shook his head.

      “What do you need to see me for?”

      “I just want some antiseptic salve.”

      “Okay, but I have to assess before handing that out.” Even then, it would only be a small amount, enough for a few days.

      “For my lip.” He looked up.

      Sienna put on gloves and turned his head to the light. “Lip looks okay. How did you get it?”

      1447 was silent. He looked as though he wanted to run, but there was something about the set of his face that held the echo of pain. There was definitely something wrong.

      “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

      He grimaced and looked away, as if finding the chair extremely interesting. “I work in the laundry, but sometimes I earn extra tokens by offering … favors.”

      Sienna nodded. He wasn’t the only one. “Did someone not want to pay?”

      “It wasn’t like that. I’d helped him out a few times. This time he said he had something better than a token. He put a few drops into a drink.”

      A chill spread through Sienna. She’d heard about this drug on Earth. Rich boys liked to catch and drug girls from the slums. They could do what they wanted, and the girl’s body would respond, even if her mind was screaming no. What had started as a drug for female arousal had been altered by some enterprising creep and turned into something that took over the victim’s body, rendering them an observer. The worst bit was that it triggered arousal in women. Men just lost a degree of control over their limbs. And it seemed as if it was here, on Siren. How was that possible?

      “He didn’t drink, did he?”

      1447 shook his head.

      “What happened next?” She didn’t want to believe that something as repulsive as sexmeth was onboard. Maybe it was something else, something less potent … but even that idea was terrifying. Being immobile and unable to fight back. She had to suppress the shudder that traced over her skin.

      “My arms and legs wouldn’t move … not properly, you know? Then he brought in three of his friends.” He swallowed hard. “I didn’t want what they did. I just wanted an extra token.”

      It was all too familiar, but she wouldn’t be able to prove it. “You were drugged. I’ll draw some blood, but it’s probably long gone. I can take some other swabs if you’d like to make a report.” But from the stricken look on his face she already knew he wouldn’t.

      His eyes widened. “I can’t. I just couldn’t move and … I sell myself anyway.”

      “How about I take some samples and store them? That way if you ever change your mind …”

      He shook his head. “If I do anything, I won’t get any more tokens.”

      Was a token really worth it? She remembered Alex’s enjoyment of the peach. Fresh fruit wasn’t common in the prison. They got the damaged pieces, or none. Their meals were nutritionally balanced—the same as hers—but with less variety and care.

      “Have a seat and I’ll take some blood. You want to know if you were drugged?”

      “I do. And I won’t take offered drinks again.” A ghost of a smile flickered across his face. He glanced at the metal chair. “I can’t sit. I think they did some damage.” His cheeks turned a dark shade of pink, and his gaze lowered to the floor again.

      They really needed to hand out lube to the prisoners. 1447 wasn’t the first man to come in with an issue.

      She pulled out a few sachets of medical-grade lube that she shouldn’t just be handing out. She was going to have to talk to the medical officer and perhaps arrange a sex ed class for the prison men if they were going to indulge with each other. What the hell were they supposed to do, there were no other options for them? Again Alex surfaced in her mind. He must be seeing her as all his wet dreams at once. “For the future.” And she put them in his pocket. “I’m going to have to check you out. If it’s bad I’ll have to send you to the hospital.”

      He nodded, his cheeks turning a darker shade of pink. “Can I see a guy?”

      Sienna held out her hands in front of him. “I have much smaller hands than a man … and trust me, I’ve seen it all before.”

      And if there was a date-rape drug onboard, she’d be seeing it again.
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      1447 was still on her mind at the end of the day. She’d asked him to come back and see her every day for the next three days. Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn’t. Some didn’t seem to care about their health and wellbeing. And while she’d sent the blood sample off, she didn’t expect it to show anything. Sexmeth was metabolized fast. It was the ideal rape drug, and with most victims too embarrassed to report it—and usually from the slums—no one had given a damn on Earth. Would it be any different here?

      She pushed her soyroom stew around her plate. She hated stew day, but knew she’d have to eat it. Wasting food was not permitted. Nor were second helpings. If they ran out halfway to Solitaire, they’d all die.

      Dead in space … was that better or worse than dying on Earth?

      The funk that had consumed her this morning was back. Either way, her life sucked. She shoveled in another spoonful of the grayish brown stew, sure that the soyrooms were even more tasteless when grown in space.

      She closed her eyes and chewed the slippery pieces of soyroom before swallowing with a grimace. She was almost looking forward to trying the edible bugs on Solitaire. According to the last report from Unity, the guinea pigs and chickens were also doing well. Somewhere on this ship were some goats. She’d give anything for some real meat.

      It had been nearly a year since she’d had meat—since the occupation of northern China. Her team had killed a horse and they had feasted like the rich for several days. Soon after that she’d met Zane and everything had gone downhill. She was very lucky he’d never drugged her. If he had, she wouldn’t be sitting here. She’d be dead.

      With that small shift in perspective, her life looked a little brighter. At least she was alive, which meant she had the chance to improve her lot. Continuing her study so she could become a doctor and switch to the Army Medical Corps was one option. Taking a ship husband, the way some of the Army guys were taking ship wives, was another. Alex would appreciate the extra privilege.

      Perhaps they were both using each other. She almost believed that, except their kiss had been something tender that had shivered through her body like the delicate wings of a butterfly. There were no butterflies on Solitaire.

      She sighed and made herself eat some more stew.

      Conversation in the mess quieted.

      Sienna glanced up to see why. Lieutenant Zane was in the mess. Why wasn’t he with the other officers?

      He moved toward her table. She looked at what was left in her bowl, took one large mouthful and stood. Slowly, she made her way to the scullery, checking to see if he was following her. He was. Crap.

      There was no way she was going to let him corner her alone. She waited near the piles of dirty dishes, watching him approach. He still had that smug, know-it-all expression. How had she ever found him attractive? His family was rich and he’d wooed her with talk of living in the towers. He’d made her feel like a princess … then he’d closed the doors and tried to trap her, to own her and control her.

      That she’d signed on for another five years in the Army had pissed him off. But there was no way she was going to leave the Army unless she had a ring on her finger and a guarantee of a future. That hadn’t gone down well. She swallowed as he came within a few steps of her, remembering the press of his hands on her throat. The promise that she’d pay for defying him, as if she should have let him control her life just because they were dating. Maybe that was how it worked for women living in the towers on Earth.

      “I need to speak to you, Corporal.” Zane flashed what passed for a smile on his face.

      “Sir?” He liked being called Sir, and never missed an opportunity to remind people that he outranked them.

      He glanced behind him at the mess, where several people were still eating. “In private.”

      “Sir, you came to the mess to find me. And I think you know that I won’t go anywhere alone with you.”

      His face contorted. “It’s because of you that I am here, you little bitch.” His voice was little more than a whisper, yet he still managed to make it menacing.

      “Ditto, Sir.” She smiled and tried to look calm. A bead of sweat trickled down her spine and her stomach scrunched up, threatening to heave up the stew she’d just forced down. If she vomited on his super-shiny boots she was pretty sure Zane would lose it.

      “Don’t piss me off, Corporal. I know all about your little escapades with 1789. If you’re that desperate, perhaps we should pick up where we left off?” He touched her throat, right over the faint scars his nails had left. Most people didn’t know they were there, as they were always hidden by the collar of her uniform. Alex hadn’t noticed them … perhaps she was only aware of them because that night was engraved in her mind.

      Her gaze lifted to the scar running through his eyebrow and down his eyelid. She’d been trying to gouge his eyes out. If she’d succeeded, he wouldn’t be here messing with her life.

      “I thought you had a lover, Sir?” She was pressing his buttons—she knew his lover had dumped him. Had she also learned the hard way that Zane was charming on the outside and a snake on the inside? A real Jekyll and Hyde.

      His features hardened as he stepped back. “I’m watching you, Corporal. If you bring the Army into disrepute there will be punishment. You wouldn’t want to arrive at Unity wearing the wrong color.”

      “With respect, Sir, I’m not doing anything different to many of the other enlisted men.” She’d love to go over Zane’s head, but doing that would only enrage him … and she would have to explain why she was bypassing Zane. She didn’t want people to know about their history.

      “What did I ever see in you?” His lips pulled into a sneer of disgust. “You’re nothing but a slum-dwelling slut.” He turned on his heel and left her standing there.

      She drew in a breath. That could’ve gone worse. Zane was right about one thing, she had been a slum dweller. Most of the people in the fleet had been. Alex had been. He’d worked on the towers where the rich hid from the problems of the real world.

      On Solitaire there would be no slums and no towers. People like Zane would find that they had very little power, as no one would have anything. She was well aware the credits she was getting paid with wouldn’t be worth much on Solitaire. A few extra provisions at the start, more to spend and barter with as things got settled. But ultimately, it was a person’s contribution that would count. Medical personnel would matter. The likes of Zane would find themselves at the bottom of the ladder fast.

      A smile curved her lips as she watched him walk toward the nearest door. He might be her boss, but he didn’t get to dictate who she slept with or who she saw. And until there was a direct order that Army personnel weren’t to fuck prisoners, she would keep seeing Alex.

      That order was never going to come. Even the General in charge knew that for life in Unity to survive, people needed to form bonds and pair up. That didn’t mean she was looking at Alex in that way. No, he still had four years to serve after they reached Solitaire. He was just some onboard fun. There’d be plenty of other available guys for her to choose from in the colony.

      The old urge to find someone high up and do better for herself—her mother’s words—echoed in her head. She was still playing by Earth rules and thinking like a slum chick.

      She needed to start thinking about what she was going to do on Solitaire.

      What did she want her new life to be like?

      She had no idea. She’d never let herself imagine that they’d even get there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      The door shut and locked, then the lights went out. Another day over. One step closer to being free. Alex lay on his bed, eyes closed as if he was ready for sleep. He wasn’t—most days it took a while for his mind to settle. Though now it wasn’t the reality of prison life or the lessons regarding Solitaire that were keeping him awake. No, it was something much more pleasant. He smiled in the dark. No one was watching and no one would question why he was grinning. In these moments Sienna was there, in his thoughts and in his dreams. He was like a teenage boy after getting laid for the first time.

      “Heard you got some pussy,” one of his cellmates said.

      He didn’t want to drag the memory of what they’d done into here. It didn’t belong here. “Just following orders.”

      Which was kind of the truth. But her orders were ones he would gladly follow.

      The two guys laughed. “I bet you followed them real good.”

      He remembered her face, her lips parted. The way she kept his cuffs magnetized so he couldn’t touch her. To her, he was a con. Someone who couldn’t be trusted … yet she’d kissed him goodbye. He pressed his lips together. That kiss had meant something. Hadn’t it?

      She was fucking with his mind.

      “Yeah I did.” Alex turned over, keeping his back to the wall.

      Three to a cell. It wasn’t too bad. Better than on Earth, where there’d been six or eight, and mattresses on the floor. Most people were in for a minor infraction, but once in prison they could be put to work on the farms as cheap labor. It was a scam. Make rules that the slum dwellers couldn’t live by, then jail them and make them work for three crappy meals and a bed in a cell.

      One day they’d rise up and pull down the towers, but he wouldn’t be there to see it. He touched his chest and inhaled. He hadn’t been aware he’d had chem-lung—not many people were, until they got a cough that they couldn’t shake, or a wheeze that lasted past winter. He wouldn’t have lived long enough to see the uprising. Average life expectancy for a slum dweller was only fifty. He’d been right on target. Now his lungs were clear and he had a chance. If he had kids, they’d have a chance.

      After a few minutes one of the guys slid out of bed. Alex tensed. There was movement in the bunk below him, then softly murmured words, interspaced with kissing.

      Great. It was one of those nights. But he couldn’t begrudge them. He just wished he didn’t have to listen. At first they had invited him to join them, but after Alex had politely declined three times, they’d stopped asking. No matter how long he was in prison, he wasn’t experimenting with men.

      His hand slid under the pillow and he felt around for the peach stone. It was firm and rough between his fingers. The noise below him grew louder, even though they were trying to keep quiet.

      One year of travel plus four years on Solitaire. Did he really think that Sienna would keep seeing him? He had nothing to offer. By the time his sentence was up he’d be forty-two. She’d be able to find someone younger, and with better prospects.

      The men in the bunk below came with a grunt. The cell was filled with the musky scent of sex and the tang of sweat. One of them got up and padded toward the corner that passed for the bathroom. Sienna had a door on her bathroom. It was these small degradations that chafed the most. Alex fisted the peach stone and brought it to his nose. He was sure it still smelled like peach … for the moment. How long until no scent remained?

      How long until Sienna grew tired of him?

      She’d picked him out of all the men she saw in prison and in the Army. That had to count for something. Didn’t it?

      Did it? He hadn’t seen her today … but then, he didn’t really expect to see her every day. And he wasn’t going to walk past the med station just to catch a glimpse.

      Life had taught him two things. Never rely on anyone, and always bleed every opportunity dry. He pushed the stone under his pillow. He needed to sleep. He was fighting tomorrow, but the promise of a token earned in the Rounds didn’t excite him. There was nothing on Siren that he wanted to buy.
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      The atmosphere around the ring was different today. As Alex scanned the crowd he realized why. Lieutenant Zane was watching. Alex wondered how many of the fighters had been hand-picked and how many were volunteers. He’d never bothered to ask, even though he knew several of the men in passing. If he didn’t want to admit to being coerced, he suspected they wouldn’t either.

      The crowd still bet and cheered on each fight, but there was a hunger that hadn’t been there before. When blood was spilled they seemed to celebrate more. Was a clean fight no longer enough to sate their boredom? Tension crawled up his spine and he flexed his fingers. If there was a way he could back out of this fight, he would.

      Someone wiped the ring and the previous two fighters moved away, one bleeding from the mouth. A tooth skittered across the floor and was pocketed by a man in blue Air Force fatigues. Flying the ship backwards and forwards must be a shitty job. Two years in space for one return trip. But Alex was willing to bet they got bonuses for it. Danger pay, or something, the military would call it, the way submariners got an extra allowance. All that money and nowhere to spend it. They’d be rich when they got home.

      He turned his attention back to the ring as his number was called. Shirt off, smile at the crowd—the usual. He had his low-key entry down pat. The other man pumped his fists into the air as though he’d already won. 4056 was a show-off. It shouldn’t be a hard fight.

      The fight began and Alex’s focus narrowed to the man in the ring with him. The token was going to be his—he’d buy his own damn peach. Something moved in 4056’s hand. He’d had a shiv concealed in his fist. Alex jumped back to avoid the slice. No one was stopping the fight and he didn’t have the luxury of pausing and looking around to see if anyone had noticed. The only weapons he had were his metal cuffs and his elbows. As 4056 danced forward, Alex went to the side. He’d never been forced out of the ring yet … would losing be safer this time? He blocked another strike and gave 4056 a solid elbow to the ribs. He hoped something cracked.

      Alex realized too late that the shiv had switched hands as it slammed down, just missing his collarbone and piercing his chest. He staggered back as blood poured down the front of his singlet and splattered on the ground. The sharpened piece of plastic stuck out of him. He put pressure around the wound and watched the blood flow over his fingers. He knew better than to pull the shiv out. Blood oozed in time with his heartbeat. It was reassuring. He’d seen arterial blood before on a building site. He’d live for a few more minutes. Alex took a step back, still watching his blood run over his hand, trickle down his arm and hit the floor, in brilliant red stars.

      As chaos erupted Alex looked up. Lieutenant Zane caught his eye, smiled, and then left the rec room.

      In his next breath Alex was being taken to the floor, his wrists were locked together and someone else applied pressure. People were yelling. Around him there was cursing and orders and nothing he could do. He didn’t want to die on the deck of Siren. Zane’s smile replayed in his mind. He’d been set up.

      Sienna’s voice carried over the noise, then she knelt at his side. “Don’t you dare tell me you slipped and fell on it, 1789.”

      “The other fighter had concealed the shiv. He’s got forty-eight in the Box,” said the guard who had been putting pressure on the wound.

      Sienna cut Alex’s singlet and did a very quick assessment. She ripped open a packet of something and poured the granules on the wound. The bleeding stopped. But she hadn’t pulled the plastic shiv out of him.

      “Right. 1789 needs to go to the hospital for a scan before the shiv is removed. I think it’s nicked a major blood vessel. Another two inches toward the middle and you’d have been dead before I got here.”

      “Can you do it in the med station? If he goes to hospital there’ll be questions.”

      Sienna glared at the other soldier. “So tell the truth and say he got stabbed. I’m not equipped for internal surgery and that’s what he’ll need.”

      More swearing. More orders. But Alex was losing track of what was being said.

      Her hand was on his face. “Hey. I’m going to give you a shot for the pain. It’s going to make you fuzzy but you’ll be straight in for surgery after a scan.” She held up a needle. “Clear?”

      “Clear, Corporal.” He held her gaze. Her face softened for a moment. Then she stuck him with the needle. Whatever was in there was cold, and it stung as it slid through his vein.

      He barely noticed when they put him on a stretcher and carried him out of the rec room. The lights on the ceiling were bright, so he closed his eyes. He was sure her hand touched his for a brief moment. And he was sure he heard his name, not his number.

      But after that, he had no idea.

      He woke up in a bed, cuffs locked onto the railing on each side and the left side of his chest aching and burning. It took him a moment to realize he was in the hospital. There were three other beds in the room, but only one was occupied, by a guy with both legs in casts. Judging by the metal on his wrists, he was also a prisoner. Guess civilians didn’t want to share a room with cons unless they had to.

      It was almost too quiet in here. He could hear the other guy breathing. He also realized that if someone came in to finish the job—because he was sure that Zane had meant for him to bleed out—he’d be helpless.

      How long had he been asleep for? He glanced down and saw that the wound had been glued closed and covered with a clear dissolvable bandage. Sienna had mentioned internal damage and surgery. How many stitches were inside? He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      He tipped his head back and closed his eyes.

      This was not fitting in with his plan of keeping his head down and working hard. Fuck. He’d pretty much shot that plan out of the sky.

      At the sound of soft footsteps, he opened his eyes. He didn’t want people creeping up on him. A smile formed as Sienna stood next to him.

      “I thought you were asleep.”

      “No. I think he is, though.”

      Sienna walked over and checked the guy’s chart. “Medicated for the pain.”

      She pulled a small bundle out of her pocket and placed it on his bed. “Blueberries. Not many, but that’s all I could bring you.”

      “I didn’t even know we had them onboard.” What else were they keeping a secret from the prisoners?

      “Not even I get them very often.”

      “You should eat them.”

      She shook her head. “I get more fresh fruit than you. Besides, I think it’s my fault you’re here.”

      “You didn’t stab me.”

      She picked up a berry and held it to his lips. When he didn’t take it, she raised one eyebrow, and waited until he complied. He opened his mouth and bit the berry. It was a tiny explosion of sweetness.

      Almost worth getting stabbed for.

      “Someone I used to know confronted me yesterday. He knew we’d been together and he wasn’t happy.” She toyed with the blueberries instead of looking at him.

      “An ex?”

      She nodded. “An officer.”

      Alex narrowed his eyes. “Zane.” He almost mouthed the name, unwilling to say it aloud in case it summoned him.

      She nodded again, and then pulled her uniform collar aside so he could see three faint marks. Old scars. He’d seen them in her room but had assumed she’d gotten them while in the Army. But she wasn’t showing him war wounds. These marks were personal.

      Had Zane left those marks?

      He frowned. She placed a finger to his lips, then fed him another berry.

      “It’s a short and spiteful story that I will tell you later.” She glanced at the guy in the other bed before looking back at Alex. “I didn’t expect him to go this far.”

      That made two of them. But Sienna and Zane … he didn’t even want to think about that. “Does he want you back?” While he didn’t want to be caught in that mess, he didn’t want Sienna with a man who’d obviously hurt her, either.

      She laughed, but there was no joy in it. “No. He just wants to make sure that I never forget he can ruin my life.”

      That seemed to be Zane’s favorite pastime. He liked to make people jump to his orders, and as soon as he found out something useful, he tightened the screws. Zane had used him to get to Sienna. Alex knew that it wouldn’t matter who Sienna was seeing, Zane would find a way to destroy whatever happiness she found. How could someone be that malicious?

      “What can I do?” He needed to do something. Pricks like Zane couldn’t be left to run free and make hell for everyone else.

      “Nothing. I need to work out what I’m going to do.” She bit a berry in half, enjoying one tiny piece before eating the second half. “Mmm. These almost taste like home.”

      She fed him another one, and this time he deliberately licked her finger. This was the first time they’d been alone in a while.

      Sienna raised both eyebrows and leaned a little closer. “You do know they had to stitch a major vein and top you up? If they hadn’t, you would’ve bled to death.”

      Alex shrugged, but the movement was cut short by the cuffs and the pain in his chest. “I feel okay.” That might have been a small lie, but that part of him felt fine. He obviously hadn’t lost that much blood.

      “Men.” She shook her head. “You’re under ob for another twenty-four hours, then you’re back to your quarters. You’ll need to see me for a check-up, though …” Her hand closed over his.

      He curled his fingers toward her, but wasn’t able to hold her hand. She was always just out of his reach. “What are we doing?”

      Sienna looked away. “Do we have to name it?”

      “I got stabbed because of it.” If he hadn’t been fucking Sienna, Zane wouldn’t have arranged for him to be stabbed. What the hell had Zane promised the guy who had stabbed him?

      “Do you want to stop?” She looked at him, her blue eyes like the skies he’d seen in books and old pictures, not the murky gray-brown haze he’d grown up under.

      He should say yes. She was never part of his plan … but he couldn’t, because he wanted her to be part of his plan. He wanted to earn his freedom and have a tiny little house on Solitaire with her. He wanted to know if their kids would have her blue eyes or his brown ones.

      He’d never wanted kids on Earth, simply because he couldn’t offer them anything better than what he had. Now, though … “No. I want to keep seeing you.”

      “Of course you do. You’re getting laid.” She pulled her hand away, and he couldn’t move to reach for her.

      “It’s not that.” Not entirely, anyway, although he had to admit it was nice, even if it was on her terms. “With you I’m not a number.” He didn’t want to be admitting this stuff. He barely knew her. “I like the way you look at me, like you see past the yellow.”

      There it was. If she laughed now or walked away, he was going to take a vow of celibacy.

      Her fingers touched the blueberries still lying on the bed. “I can’t make you my ship husband, if that’s what you’re asking. My commanding officer would have to approve it, and that will never happen.” Sienna gave him a pointed look that implied he should fill in the blanks.

      That was when Alex realized Zane was her commanding officer. He knew enough about the military to know that she couldn’t go to the person above.

      “Plus, I don’t think any enlisted females have had that approved.”

      “But men have.” He’d heard a few of the female prisoners had scored themselves a partner, either Army or civilian. Of course, the women on board were going to look for a sure thing, instead of at a con. Yet here Sienna was, sitting by his bedside.

      “Of course they have.” There was a hint of bitterness in her words, and she looked away.

      Did he want to be her ship husband? There would be extra privileges, he had no doubt of that, but he wasn’t sure he wanted them that way. “I wasn’t expecting that. I just wanted to know if we’d keep seeing each other, since it’s causing … issues.” He should be stopping this. It had almost gotten him killed.

      She nodded. “I’d like to, but I can’t give you danger pay.” She smiled at him. “You’re not what I expected.”

      “I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

      “It was meant as one.” She offered him the last of the berries, and he ate them without any teasing. “If we were still on Earth—”

      “We aren’t, and we never will be again,” he cut her off. He wasn’t going to think about how things could’ve been. They were here now, and it was too late to second-guess their choices. “But I would’ve asked you out.”

      “And I would’ve said yes.” She leaned over and kissed him. Her lips were soft and sweet and when her tongue swept over his lip and touched his, his fingers curled with the need to touch her.

      Slowly she drew back; her hand brushed over his shoulder, down his arm and clasped his fingers briefly. “Come and see me when you get out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      Over the next two days Sienna had plenty of time to think about Alex and what they were doing. And what she wanted. She also had plenty of time to think about all the ways Lieutenant Zane would try to make sure it didn’t work out. And about how vulnerable Alex was, as a con.

      If he hadn’t been a prisoner, their relationship would’ve been much simpler.

      Did they even have a relationship?

      Not really. They’d jumped straight to sex. The only time they saw each other was for sex. And even that was hard to coordinate. They didn’t have the luxury of being able to sit down in the mess together and talk, as they ate in different parts of the ship. Lived in different parts of the ship. They might as well live on different planets. The odds were against them—she should walk away. She should never have started this. And yet, if they had been on Earth he was the kind of guy she’d have enjoyed dating. He’d had a good solid job on the towers, he wasn’t mixed up with crime, and he seemed like a nice guy.

      Not that she was a very good judge of character—she’d once thought the same of Zane. Well, not exactly. She’d always been aware she was trading off something because he was wealthy and there was a chance of getting into the towers.

      Her lips twisted as she pulled a face. She’d rather live in the slums with Alex than the towers with Zane.

      There was a buzz at the med station door. Alex. He put his hands behind his back, ready to be cuffed.

      She hesitated for a moment, not wanting to activate the cuffs. However, regulations said all prisoners had to be cuffed, or accompanied by a guard, to enter. She activated his cuffs, then opened the door.

      “How are you going?” The door hissed closed behind him. She made the glass opaque so if anyone came they’d know she was busy. At least Alex had a legitimate reason for being here.

      “Standing like this is really pulling the stitches.”

      Her gaze skimmed over the broad expanse of his chest. “And what would you do if I released your hands?”

      He thought about it for a heartbeat too long before answering. “I’d wrap them around you, before kissing you and running my fingers through your hair.”

      Her breath hitched as the memory of hands around her throat took hold. She counted to five and willed the anxiety away. She wasn’t sure she could let Alex touch her like that, even though she wanted to feel his touch. It had been a while since anyone had held her with care.

      “You’re supposed to let me go so I can do that.”

      “I know … I just … You’re the first person I’ve been with since …” She drew in a breath—Zane was still controlling her with fear. And even though she recognized it, it was hard to fight.

      “Oh. How about, I’ll put my hands in front and you can re-magnetize the cuffs?”

      “Is it pulling that badly?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      She released the cuffs and, as promised, Alex put his hands in front of him. She hesitated.

      He watched her. “I won’t hurt you. I’m not him.”

      “I know.” And she had to get past that. She let her hand fall away. Her heart was beating fast and she couldn’t calm it. She was alone with a man—a man who was stronger than Zane. A man who’d never once tried to control her or hurt her. Considering where his mouth had been, he’d certainly had the chance. Warmth crept over her cheeks. Those thoughts didn’t calm her, either.

      Alex slowly lowered his hands to his sides. “I’ll take off my shirt and singlet so you can check the wound.”

      She nodded, and watched as he undressed. His light brown skin was smooth. Muscles swelled in all the right places and the dark hair on his chest narrowed and drew her gaze down his stomach. His pants didn’t hide what he was thinking.

      The silver of the cuffs gleamed in the light. “Where would you have taken me out?”

      “Mama Frieda runs a nice kitchen.” Kitchen, not restaurant—neither of them could’ve afforded that. Kitchens were run by people who knew how to make a good meal out of not much, and gave the people who lived in the slums somewhere nice to go. Going to a restaurant in the towers would’ve cost a week’s wage. “Then I’d have taken you to a place down the block called the Blue Room. Lots of good musicians play there. My brother is one of them.”

      It sounded like a typical date. It had been so long since she’d gone on one. She knew some people had brought musical instruments, and a band had formed in one of the civvie bars. But Alex would never get in there. There would be no dates for them. “You have a brother?”

      “Just one. You?”

      “Two sisters. I’m in the middle. My elder sister is a mistress to a tower lawyer, and my younger sister is still in school. My mother was disappointed I joined the Army.” Her mother had expected her to follow in her sister’s footsteps, but she couldn’t.

      “Would you have talked me out of stealing water?”

      “Probably. If we’d been married we could’ve petitioned for you to join the ship because you have construction skills.” There were married couples on board. Some of the highly qualified civvies had brought their equally qualified spouses. Why people with that much money would join the first settlement fleet on Solitaire, she couldn’t imagine.

      “Or you could’ve stayed on Earth,” he said.

      She shook her head. She owed him the whole story. “I brought charges against Zane. Because his family is rich and well-connected, the case fell apart. I was labeled a troublemaker and given a choice: join the fleet or get out. Please don’t make that public.”

      “I won’t.” He frowned and looked at her. “Then why is he here?”

      “I have no idea. Maybe he was given the same choice? Either way, we’ve ended up on the same ship.” She took a step closer and placed her hand on his chest under the pretext of looking at the wound. It was tiny really—it looked as though someone had merely dug their nail into him—but she knew the damage went much deeper. “Aside from the wound pulling when you’re cuffed, are you okay?”

      “I have an excuse to see you—that makes me better than okay. I’m going to put my hands on you now. You have about two seconds to step back and cuff me.” His lips curved as he spoke, then he was lowering his mouth to hers as his hands slid over her hips. He tugged her closer.

      She resisted for a second, then let herself be drawn into his embrace. If she closed her eyes, maybe she could forget where she was for just a moment. His mouth claimed hers, his scruffy beard tickling her skin as his lips moved over her mouth, tasting and teasing.

      Her hands smoothed up his chest and over his shoulders, the ends of his hair brushing her hands. Desire thrummed in her body. His hands slid lower to cup her butt. It had been so long since a man had touched her. She shut the memories away just as fast as they surfaced. He untucked her shirt and spread his hand over her lower back, then slid it slowly over her skin to her ribs. His palms were rough from years of hard labor.

      “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to do that,” he murmured against her lips.

      A shiver of longing raced through her and settled in her belly. “Is that all?” She smiled against his lips. She’d wanted to feel his touch, but hadn’t been brave enough. Gradually, she was learning to trust him … and in doing so, she’d made what they had better, stronger.

      “No, that’s not all.” He glanced at the door. “But I don’t think we have enough time for me to do everything I want to do.”

      He was right. In the med station they had limited time. And as much as she’d like to take off her clothes and feel him against her, skin to skin, his hands on her body, keeping her clothes on meant that there was still a barrier between them. A last bridge to be crossed. Today wasn’t the day to cross it. She needed to take small steps.

      She started undoing his pants, and her fingers brushed the ridge of his erection. This time he didn’t stand there passively as he’d had to before. His hands were under her shirt, caressing her breasts and teasing the hard peaks of her nipples. He kissed down her throat and she tilted her head, enjoying the contrast between the heat and softness of his lips and the scratch of his beard.

      “You’ll tell me to stop before you activate the cuffs, right?”

      “Mmm,” she managed. Her hand was already inside his pants, grasping his cock and stroking.

      Alex undid her pants and pushed them down over her hips. Cold air touched her butt, then his hand was there, caressing, gripping and squeezing. Fluid seeped from the slit of his cock. She swiped her thumb over the head, spreading it across his skin. His fingers pressed against her mound and then into her core. She was already wet, his fingers pumping easily into her before gliding over her clit. Her breath caught, but she wasn’t that close, even though lust was tumbling through her body unchecked.

      A tiny part of her mind reminded her that she was vulnerable, that this was dangerous. The rest of her reveled in the thrill.

      “You want to lean against the counter?” he whispered in her ear. “Or shall I take your pants and boots off?”

      Yes, take my clothes off!

      But she was at work. She turned around to face the counter and rested her elbows on the cool white surface. She expected the feel the head of his shaft pressing into her; instead, his lips brushed across the back of her thigh. His tongue traced the crease where her leg met her butt, and a tremor ran through her legs.

      His touch was intimate and surprising. She hadn’t expected him to take the time to touch her there, since she hadn’t asked. His warm breath caressed her skin, then his tongue dipped into her as his fingers spread her labia.

      She swallowed hard. The only thing keeping her upright was the counter. But he didn’t stop with one lick. His fingers teased her clit before pressing back into her core. It wasn’t enough. She wanted to feel his cock inside her. Her eyes closed as she gave in to the sensation and her breathing became a rapid series of pants as the tension built. She was close, but before she could come, he stood.

      She glanced over her shoulder. Alex was licking his fingers, a smile on his face that was pure male seduction. She melted a little more. He had no idea what he did to her. With his hands free he was infinitely more dangerous … and she liked it.

      He ran his hands over her hips and butt, the head of his cock nudging at her entrance before he slid in. She bit back on a groan as he filled her in one smooth stroke. He kept his hands on her hips as he thrust slowly, dragging out each sensation as he almost left her body before filling her again. She pressed her teeth into her lower lip. When his fingers slid around to touch her clit it was too much.

      Sienna’s body jerked as she came, but Alex had a firm hold on her, driving in harder as the climax rippled through her. She gasped, her back arching as she shoved her hips back, meeting his every thrust. Her core clenched around him. He gave another hard thrust and groaned, his cock twitching inside her as he came. He leaned over her and placed a kiss on the back of her neck, resting for a moment.

      She didn’t want him to move, not yet. There was no way she could lie to herself and say that had been just sex. She had given no orders and yet he’d done everything right, as though he actually cared about her. She knew she cared about him. That had been clear the moment she’d gone to see him in hospital. He kept touching her, his fingertips making small circles on her skin as if he didn’t want this to end. Her skin began to cool and her breathing settled. They couldn’t stay like this. She lifted her head and that slight movement was enough to break the bond that had formed. He pulled away slowly, then grabbed some tissues and handed them to her. She cleaned up and pulled her underwear and pants up.

      By the time she was done, he was also dressed.

      She wasn’t sure what to say for a moment—nothing seemed quite right.

      “So … did your stitches survive?”

      “Yes.” He took her hands. “But that would have been worth tearing my stitches for.”

      “It would’ve been hard to explain, though.” She kissed him, aware that they had been alone together for too long now, no matter how much she wanted to stall.

      He pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and let his fingers trail over her cheek. There was something about the way he was looking at her. A softness in his touch that went beyond need and lust. For a moment she thought he was going to say something. Her heart was still beating too fast and too hard, her underwear damp and her skin tingly. She was almost holding her breath, waiting for him to speak.

      His hand dropped and he looked away. The moment was gone. Their stolen time was over. This wasn’t a date—they didn’t have that luxury.

      She looked at him and wondered if he’d sign the paperwork that would give them more freedom. But she knew she wasn’t ready to expose what they had by making it official. “Come back in two days.”

      “Not tomorrow?”

      Sienna shook her head. Something like that would be noticed by all the wrong people.
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      Nothing could dampen Sienna’s mood as she ran on the treadmill. Around her, other machines whirred as crew put themselves through their paces. She wondered if Alex would be at the prison gym, or if he was taking the warning to rest seriously.

      They could sneak a little bit of time every second day or so. It seemed like a good plan. Nothing formal, but a chance to get to know each other better. Her body remembered the feel of his hands on her skin. The care with which he’d touched her. He hadn’t asked anything of her, or expected anything. She didn’t know when, but she’d started to fall for him. Started to trust him. He knew her secret and why she was here. She hoped she hadn’t made a mistake.

      After thirty minutes she let the machine come to a stop, then she wiped it down and walked over to the fountain. As she drank she was aware of someone coming up behind her. Her skin tingled—and not in a good way. She straightened, curling her hand into a fist, ready for trouble.

      When she turned Lieutenant Zane was standing far too close. He leaned against the wall beside her, as if they were having a casual chat. As if he was trying to make it appear that something was going on between them.

      “Sienna.” He reached toward her and she flinched back. “I’m trying to save your reputation. You should say thank you.”

      “My reputation is fine, Sir.”

      “If you keep seeing that con, he won’t be.” Zane’s brown eyes were cold like mud.

      For a moment Sienna wished she had something to stab him with. “Is that a threat, Sir?”

      “A friendly warning.”

      There was nothing friendly about it. “Why do you care what I do?”

      “I keep watch on all my staff. You especially, as I know how you’re prone to making trouble and lying.” He grinned, all teeth, like a shark.

      And you are prone to attempting murder. “My record is as clean as yours.”

      “Think about it, Corporal. His blood will be on your hands.” He moved smoothly away.

      Sienna’s fingernails dug into her palms. She wanted Zane’s blood on her hands. He was going to be a cancer on the colony. Until her service with the Army was over he would make her life toxic—unless she could get the changeover to the Army Medical Corps. But Zane had a say in that, and he wouldn’t let her escape that easily.

      And if she kept seeing Alex, he would be the one to suffer. Zane had found a way to make her obey.
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      Alex had missed several classes. Officer Lopez stopped him at the classroom door. The guards who had escorted the prisoners up waited.

      “Where have you been?”

      “I got stabbed.” Alex pulled aside his shirt and singlet. The wound was very unimpressive, but he knew the internal damage was serious. He’d been told no running or fighting for several weeks. He was more than happy to give up the fighting. He wasn’t happy about the gym, but he was constraining himself to walking for now.

      “Fighting in the Rounds and now getting stabbed. Are you sure you want to be in these classes, 1789?”

      “Yes, Sir. I got stabbed in the Rounds.”

      “You seem to attract trouble.”

      Alex sighed. This was exactly what he didn’t want. “Only since I was ordered to fight.” He looked at the officer, a young man who no doubt had faith in the system. “How do I say no to an officer, Sir?” Alex plucked at his yellow shirt to reinforce his position on the ship. Sometimes age and experience counted for nothing.

      “Who asked you to fight?”

      “I don’t want to say, Sir.”

      “Because you think you’ll get in more trouble?”

      Alex nodded.

      Officer Lopez smiled as if happy with the response, then dismissed the guards. Once they had left, Lopez leaned in. “You will tell me or you won’t go in to class. You will sit here until they come back for you.”

      Alex swallowed. He wanted to be part of the Engineering Corps, and pissing Lopez off wouldn’t win him any friends. On the other hand, if Zane found out he’d told, he’d make life hell for Sienna. “I don’t want repercussions. I’m seeing one of the guards.”

      Lopez raised both eyebrows and gave him another long glance. “Aren’t you the over-achiever. Who?”

      It didn’t matter that Zane had failed. Sienna was going to kill him. “Infantry Medic Corporal Jade.”

      “I’m guessing the officer will make Jade’s life hard.”

      Alex nodded. “Sir, it’s her commanding officer. Lieutenant Zane.”

      Lopez grunted. “Leave it with me. You have a lot to catch up on. I hope you like homework.” He stepped aside to let Alex into the classroom.

      Alex was sure he’d just broken several unspoken rules. But maybe Lopez could help. No one else seemed to be able to, and there were still nine months of the trip before they even reached Solitaire. He couldn’t live in fear of retaliation for all that time, and he didn’t want Sienna to be under Zane’s thumb either. Someone had to stop the man.
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      Two days later, Alex was told to gather all of his things as he wouldn’t be coming back to D zone. His heart lurched. He’d been planning on seeing Sienna later, but he couldn’t say that. Was that why they were moving him? He doubted the guard assigned to supervise the move would know, but no information was volunteered about his relocation. For all he knew it was to somewhere no one would ever find him again. He just hoped this was Lopez’s doing, not Zane’s.

      The prison guard waited as he placed his clothing, toiletries and books into a bag, then he was taken through to C zone—but not to the classrooms he was used to. Instead, he ended up in a lower level that seemed to be made up of accommodation.

      Lopez was there, along with 1168, the dam engineer.

      “New room. Remember the number.” Lopez jerked his thumb at the number on the door.

      “This is your new home until we land. You’ve both been seconded to the Engineering Corps. One fuck-up and you’re back to D zone. Clear?”

      “Clear, Sir,” both prisoners said.

      “You’re still cons, but senior cons.” Lopez smiled. “You report to me—no one else.” He looked pointedly at Alex. “If anyone tries to say otherwise please ask them to speak with Colonel Everett.”

      Alex nodded. Everett was running the Field Engineers. And more importantly, he outranked Lieutenant Zane.

      Lopez handed him three patches. “For your uniforms. Get them sewn on so I can inspect them tomorrow. The changes have been made to your file already.”

      How was he going to get the patches sewn on? He looked at them again. He’d made it into the Engineering Corps. He might still be a con, but he was out of the prison. He closed his eyes. He was in the same zone as Sienna.

      While he might be on a spaceship, for a moment he felt as though the sun had broken through the heavy smog clouds on Earth, and was shining on his life. A rare golden day.

      “I don’t like to see grown men cry, or fall to their knees in gratitude, so stow your stuff and get to class.” He stopped Alex before he could enter the room. “You almost didn’t make it across because of your time in the Rounds. Getting stabbed helped your case, but all eyes are on you. You so much as make a fist, and …” Lopez made a slicing gesture across his neck.

      They still thought he was trouble. Zane had come very close to taking away the one thing he wanted most … at least, until he’d met Sienna. Now he just had to keep a hold on her. “Got it, Sir. I appreciate it, Sir.”

      “Just fucking stow your shit and prove you have the brains to be here. It ain’t going to be a picnic on Solitaire no matter where you live,” said Lopez, like a man who’d never been worried that the roof over his head was going to come down with the next storm.
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      After a day of classes, and getting lost twice, Alex finally got to enjoy his new room. It was just like Sienna’s. Two beds, a small desk and a bathroom with a door. How many other empty modules were there on the ship? Or were they slowly being emptied, having originally been used for storage. That was probably more like it. Twelve months of food took up a lot of space.

      But he realized they had probably planned to create prison foremen. The classes were a way for them to work out who was going to be useful and who was going to be trouble. He was thankful with every breath that he’d made it across.

      He lay down on his bed and stared at the ceiling, even though he knew he should be studying. He had work to catch up on. Then there were the patches to sew on. A small sewing kit had been issued to him and he received a piece of fresh fruit every fifth day. A promotion, a payrise and a better room. Would they still lock him in at night?

      The wound on his chest itched as it healed. He wanted to see Sienna, but he hadn’t noted her room number—he’d been rather sidetracked at the time. Would she know that he’d been moved? What was the point of having this if he couldn’t share it with her?

      His heart hammered, but he knew the answer. It was important to him because it was part of his plan. Sienna had never been part of his plan, but he wanted her to be. And he had no idea how to get a message to her.
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      A message flashed on Sienna’s portacomp. Lieutenant Zane wanted to see her in his office. Shit. What had she done wrong this time? But she suspected it wasn’t about her. Had Zane realized that Alex had been moved? When he hadn’t come in to see her, she’d checked his file to make sure the stitches hadn’t ruptured and that there hadn’t been another attempt to kill him. The truth had shocked her. The relocation had happened fast, and she wondered what was going on.

      The door to Zane’s office was open when she got there, and the other desk was vacant. Zane sat behind his desk, studying his portacomp. There were some papers on his desk. He looked less than thrilled, but then, he generally looked like he was annoyed with the world for underperforming.

      “Shut the door, Corporal.”

      “Sir.” She closed the door, dread swelling in her gut and making her wish she hadn’t eaten dinner.

      “I see you’ve put in a request for three months work at the hospital.”

      “Yes, Sir. I need it as part of my training.” He knew that—it was all on the form. She held her breath. The training was the first step toward changing over. There was a big difference between being a medic and doctor.

      “Hmm. I can see that you are studying. Looks like you’ve been making full use of the classes on offer. Are you planning on becoming a doctor or something?” He almost laughed as he spoke.

      “That would be my hope, Sir. Unity will need—”

      “I don’t care what you think Unity will need. You’re a slum dweller trying to get a free education out of this trip. News flash, Corporal. This expedition isn’t here to further your career. Your request for on-the-job training is denied. Remember who you are and where you’re from.”

      Rage and shame bubbled up. She was more than the place she’d been born. How could a prick like Zane be in charge of her future? Her training had been approved by the Medical Officer. The infantry was only here to guard the prisoners. A prison guard wasn’t much use to the colony if that was all they could do. Zane wasn’t much use … did he realize that?

      Extra training was the one good thing about being on this trip. It wasn’t just about finding ways to pass the time so people didn’t get bored. It was also about giving the colony the best start possible. At first the extra study hadn’t been easy, but she knew she wasn’t stupid, she’d just lacked opportunity on Earth, and with every assessment she passed, her confidence grew. Now she enjoyed the study, and she wanted to be more than a prison medic. She drew in a breath and slowly released it. Zane didn’t have the power to veto her training, but he could stop her from getting the experience necessary—which was almost the same thing.

      “Sir, my training has been approved by the Medical Officer.” She’d passed the preliminary assessments and all her work was up to standard. But this wasn’t about her … Alex was out of Zane’s reach. Now that he was no longer fighting in the Rounds, Zane couldn’t arrange for a prisoner to attack him, keeping his own hands clean. Zane was desperately trying to keep her under control—she was the one that got away. She bit the inside of her lip to keep from smiling. This wasn’t the time to smile—Zane still had all the power.

      “But you are under my command, and you’d better behave. Your lover may be out of the prison, but he’s in my territory now. It would be so easy for him to take something that would leave him vulnerable.” Zane picked up his glass of water and took a sip. “I hear there is a terrible drug onboard.”

      Sexmeth. Sienna thought of the skinny guy who’d come to see her at the med station.

      “Leave Alex—” She knew using his name was a mistake the moment it left her mouth.

      “Oh, you use his name, that’s so cute. Do as you’re told and I’m sure Alex will be just fine.”

      “And if I start seeing someone else? Are you going to threaten everyone I sleep with?”

      Zane gave a lazy shrug. “Until I get tired of it, yes. Don’t you ever wonder how we ended up on the same ship? I made sure of it. I want to make sure you suffer as much as possible, because it’s your fault I’m here. If you’d kept your mouth shut, we’d both still be on Earth.”

      And I’d be dead. Sienna refrained from speaking.

      “So, any plans you make, I will break. Any time you step forward, I will push you back. I have that power and I intend to use it. I am not allowing you to leave your posting. You can read all the books you want, but without hospital training you won’t advance. This is not a discussion, Corporal. You are dismissed.”

      There were other people who were training to be medics who needed the on-the-job experience, who could take her place in the prison. The whole idea was that the twelve months of travel time be used to train people up. Even the prisoners were getting a chance to acquire much-needed skills, including everything from basket weaving to making clothing, cooking and construction.

      “Why can’t you just move on and leave me alone?” There were so many people on the ship—they didn’t need to see each other.

      Zane glared at her. “Are you trying to order me around? Would you like me to suspend all your training and put you on a warning for insubordination?”

      She didn’t move. She wanted to say something, but she couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t enrage him. If she was going to play against Zane she had to be smart. She knew his weaknesses and how he worked. It was best not to say anything, to let him think he had her cornered and cowed, just how he liked his women.

      “No, Sir.” She forced the words out, then stepped back.

      Zane stood up. “Of course, we could always come to some arrangement.”

      Sienna took several steps back and opened the door. She was gone before she had to listen to the rest of what he was going to say.
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      Sienna moved though C zone. She knew Alex’s room number, and she was sure Zane did too. But there were too many people here who’d see too much. Here, beyond the reach of the prison guards, Zane didn’t have manpower. He was a grunt—an officer, but a grunt. But then, sexmeth didn’t require brute force. It required sneakiness—and Zane was plenty sneaky.

      The door to Alex’s room was open, but there was no one in there.

      “There’s a push-up competition in the rec room for the new interns—push-up until you puke,” a young sergeant said as he walked past.

      Could guys not be happy at the gym? Did it have to be a competition? “You’re not competing?”

      He shook his head. “Tore a ligament or something last time. Had to wear a sling for a few weeks, and now I have to rest.”

      “At least you’re doing as you’re told.” If Alex was competing, he would rupture his stitches. She hoped he was smarter than that.

      The man smiled at her. “Haven’t seen you down here before.”

      “I’ve come to see someone.”

      The smile fell away. “Of course you have … well, if it doesn’t work out, you know where to find me.” His smile reappeared, and he winked.

      Sienna moved away toward the rec room. This whole area was Engineering Corps, and it was easy to tell. There were building plans stuck to the walls, images of rocks and lakes and rivers on Solitaire, and even layouts for the new town that would be established. She paused to look at what would become home. The modules they were currently sleeping in would be their first houses. After that there were plans for satellite villages closer to the farming land. Areas had been set aside for industry, such as clothing production.

      There were no factories, though, and she had no idea how everyone was going to adapt to living without the things they took for granted. She wasn’t looking forward to the sock-knitting class. She had no idea how to knit. And yet everyone would need socks, and they had to come from somewhere. Were there civilians busy knitting? How much fiber had they taken from Earth?

      Who was going to make her underwear? The unease and nerves were back, twisting her gut and making her heart beat too hard.

      Living on Solitaire was going to be different to the brochure. But she knew that from her medical studies. They weren’t focused on the latest machines, but on basic skills, basic medications. Unity was already researching the pharmaceutical benefits of many of Solitaire’s native plants. That didn’t stop Sienna from thinking they were all going to die an early and unpleasant death there.

      She closed her eyes and counted slowly to ten.

      Was she the only person on the ship who was freaking out about the idea of living on Solitaire? As she tried to contain her panic, she heard footsteps drew closer. “It’s awesome isn’t it?” Alex said quietly.

      Sienna opened her eyes. “It’s very well-planned.” Her gaze skimmed over him. He wasn’t sweating as though he’d just done hundreds of push-ups. “Not doing the comp?”

      The corners of his lips turned up. “Not this time.” He touched his chest, but the wound was hidden by his clothes.

      “But you’re expected to, once you get better.” She knew how these things worked.

      Alex nodded. “I wasn’t sure you’d know where I was.”

      “I did some digging. When you didn’t come in I was … worried.” She couldn’t hide that from him. She brushed her fingers over the engineering patch on his sleeve. “Nice work.”

      “Probably saved my life.”

      There was no doubt about it. But she wasn’t going to tell Alex that Zane was still gunning for her. He didn’t need that worry—there was nothing he could do. But she did need to warn him that he wasn’t entirely safe, even here.

      People walked past them, most glancing their way.

      “Did you want to see my room?”

      “Not today.” She just wanted to be with him. “Did you want to get a drink in the mess?” She was willing to bet he wasn’t allowed in the bar. There would be conditions on his relocation.

      “I didn’t mean it that way. I just thought you might want to sit down somewhere quiet.”

      Sienna looked at him for a moment. This was no longer just about sex. She knew that, but she didn’t know how far she wanted to take it. Was Alex busy planning a future? “What if this doesn’t work?”

      “Then it doesn’t work. I never married on Earth because I didn’t have anything. My job was dangerous, the pay was slightly above starving and I didn’t want a family. Maybe I should have. But if I had, I wouldn’t have met you, and you’re making me wonder if I should reconsider my bachelor status.”

      She kept the surprise off her face. Prisoners couldn’t marry until they were free, unless they had very special approval. He had four years to serve on Solitaire. Would they still be alive in four years? Her gaze flicked to the maps.

      “There are no promises where we’re going.”

      “I know.” He placed his hand on her lower back. “But having someone to share the experience with would mean a lot.”

      She looked at the plan of the settlement again, but didn’t take anything in. Instead, she thought about the kind of life she might have with Alex. What would happen if they lived together? They’d end up with kids. Was it fair to have kids so far from home? She realized she was still thinking of Earth as home. Solitaire was home now. She had to stop looking backward, but the future was so uncertain it left her paralyzed. “It scares the hell out of me.”

      “It makes me kind of excited. We get to try again—fresh slate.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. “But we’re still using the same chalk, the same board, and the same letters.” People like Zane would still be there. Others would want divisions, some arbitrary line to prove that they were better than everyone else. And people like her and Alex would still be forced to obey.

      The orders had never chafed before, but then, they hadn’t interfered with her life so closely. Now her job bled across everything. If she wanted to progress she needed to go around Zane. He wasn’t going to like it. Would he take it out on Alex again?

      Was it fair to keep putting Alex at risk? She should walk away, but she didn’t want to. It wasn’t fair that she had to give up what she wanted. What else would Zane take?

      She already knew the answer. Everything. He’d keep shrinking the boundaries until she couldn’t move. Until she ended up with his hands around her throat again.

      Her breath caught. She couldn’t live like that.

      “What’s wrong?” Alex frowned.

      “Nothing. Just be careful. There’s a dangerous drug on board.”

      “I know.” He looked more closely at her. “Is something going on?”

      She shook her head. “Yes, but I don’t want to involve you further.”

      “You’re in trouble for seeing me.”

      She closed her eyes, unable to answer.

      Alex kissed her cheek. She turned her head to catch his lips, needing to taste him one more time. Alex was becoming a constant in her life. Calm and stable, no matter what was going on. His arms slid around her and she let herself be drawn closer, needing his strength. She’d never needed anyone before.

      But where Zane had tried to take away her free will and control her, Alex was there for her, offering nothing but support.

      “The women on Earth don’t know what they’ve lost.” She knew exactly what she’d be losing.

      “I don’t care about them.” He placed a soft kiss on her lips. “Are you sure you don’t want to come to my room?” His hands slid to her butt and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      “I think you’re just using me for sex,” she said with a grin. While that might have been true once, it wasn’t anymore.

      He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. That clearly wasn’t what he wanted to hear from her, but she wasn’t ready to say anything else. Revealing how she felt would make her vulnerable, and she didn’t like that feeling at all. Even though she liked the way his arms felt around her, and the way he kissed her, there was still too much between them. Zane was still between them. He was a threat that couldn’t be erased.

      She should never have let her heart get involved with Alex.

      “I want more than that, Sienna.” He let her go, then tugged at his yellow shirt. “I know it’s not easy, and I know you probably get a dozen better offers every day, but I like you—probably more than I have the right to.”

      She did get offers, but most weren’t serious—at least, she hoped they weren’t—and she’d accepted none. Those men hadn’t interested her the way Alex did. She had to start trusting someone, instead of expecting to be screwed over. “As long as we are together, you’ll be a target.”

      “I get that. But that’s not a reason for us not to be together.”

      No, but there are plenty of others. She didn’t say anything.

      “Unless you’ve had enough.”

      She hadn’t had enough of Alex, but as long as she was with someone, it would draw Zane’s attention. Things hadn’t started unraveling until she’d started sleeping with Alex.

      Alex shook his head. “I might be the one in yellow, but you’re much more a prisoner than I am, because you let yourself be locked up.”

      Zane was her commanding officer. What else was she supposed to do? “So did you. You chose to be here.”

      “Yeah, I did. And I’d do it again. But you aren’t making choices, you’re running scared.”

      Maybe if his lover had tried to choke him to death, he’d be more cautious too. Or if he’d seen the effects of sexmeth firsthand … If Zane really wanted to get to her, he would, and he’d take Alex down in the process.

      “What would you have me do?”

      Alex didn’t answer. He knew as well as she did that there was nothing she could do.

      “I’ll see you round.” She turned on her heel and walked away.

      He didn’t even try to call her back. That cut the deepest.

      If what they had was worth saving, someone should be fighting for it. But neither of them was. Perhaps they’d be better off apart.
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      Alex wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened. He watched her walk away, wondering if he should go after her or let her go. There was obviously something going on that she hadn’t wanted to share with him.

      The walls she had around her were more secure than most towers. He shook his head, not knowing what to do, or how to help her. Maybe there was nothing he could do—except stay out of her way. He touched the clear covering over his wound. He certainly didn’t want to cross Lieutenant Zane again. But he didn’t want to lose Sienna either.

      He made his way back to his room. The atmosphere in C zone was different to the prison. People were in their rooms, doors open, going about their lives. But they still watched him, weren’t sure of him. Sienna didn’t trust him, not entirely. He’d never hated prison quite as much as he did in that moment. But there was no way out other than doing his time and making it to the end. Following his plan.

      But what if he didn’t?

      What if he confronted Lieutenant Zane and wrapped his hands around his throat. Alex’s fingers curled, then he remembered Lopez’s warning and forced his hands to relax. But that didn’t stop the thoughts from forming, or the heat in his blood. He hadn’t gone looking for a fight in over twenty years. Zane had unearthed who he used to be, and he’d love to put those skills to use. Put Zane in the ring.

      He pushed open his bathroom door and glanced at the metal around his wrist. It didn’t matter what clothes he wore or what he wanted, as long as the magna-cuffs were on, he was easily controlled and subdued. He wouldn’t get one punch in and Zane would make him suffer.

      Alex stripped off his clothes. The yellow-and-black prison uniform was another reminder of how little he had, and how little he had to offer. He was a fool if he thought Sienna would settle for him when she could have anyone she wanted.

      But she hadn’t said goodbye. She hadn’t told him they were over. Yes, they’d had a fight … their first. Had she only walked away because it was the only way she could keep them both safe? That didn’t make him feel any better, though. He turned on the water, and was bathed in the hot steam that passed for a shower, but he didn’t enjoy the privacy or the shower as much as he should have.

      He should have settled for sex, instead of wanting more.

      However, it wouldn’t have made any difference. This had nothing to do with him. It was all about Zane and Sienna. Was Zane forcing his way back into her life? Thoughts of the two of them together were enough to turn Alex’s stomach.

      Anything he did would only make things worse. His hands curled into fists he knew he’d never get a chance to use.
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      Sienna fretted for another day before deciding to do something that on Earth would be close to career suicide. But what were they going to do to her here? Throw her out of an airlock? She was sure Zane would enjoy that.

      No, she was a woman, and a medic, and both were in short supply. She was needed. And she wasn’t going to let the rest of her life be dictated by a man on a power trip.

      Alex was right, she was scared. She was scared of living on Solitaire. She was scared of being on the ship. She was scared that Zane would make the rest of her life a living hell, just because he could.

      The last time she’d tried to stand up to Zane hadn’t gone well. She smoothed her uniform, hoping she looked okay. Making the appointment to see the Major had been easy … almost too easy. She had a moment of doubt. What if the Major was friends with Zane, or their families were close? She could land herself in an even bigger pile of shit.

      Really? How much bigger?

      Her training was effectively coming to a halt. She’d walked away from Alex, the one person she actually cared about on this ship. What else could go wrong? Even if they demoted her, it would mean almost nothing—there was nothing to spend her pay on anyway.

      She could be sent to the women’s prison.

      No, that wouldn’t happen. Zane wouldn’t be able to touch her there.

      The Major’s office door opened. An officer walked straight out without looking at Sienna, even though she’d snapped a very quick salute. She was in the wrong place.

      She walked into the room, surprised to see that the Major still shared his office space.

      “Corporal Jade, have a seat.”

      “Thank you, Sir.” She perched on the edge of a metal chair.

      “Drink?”

      Her mouth was dry. But she looked at the water and then at the Major. She didn’t know if she could trust him. “No thank you, Sir.”

      “You came to see me. You report to Lieutenant Zane usually?”

      She nodded. The words she’d carefully rehearsed dried up on her tongue. She should have taken the water. “I have been doing additional medical training and I’ve reached the point where I’m supposed to do some shifts at the hospital. Lieutenant Zane refused my application.”

      The Major frowned as he thumbed through his portacomp, no doubt reading her file. What was in there?

      “It says here that you have been late to work and generally unreliable since boarding the ship.”

      Her mouth fell open. That was not true.

      The Major looked at her for a moment. “And yet all your training has been going very well, and your previous record is also good, up to a point. Is there more to this than what’s on file?”

      Sienna tried very hard not to squirm on the chair, and failed. What could she say? The truth? Her cheeks warmed at the thought, and she was sure the scars on her throat were tingling.

      Whatever she said was going to sound bad, but saying nothing would be worse. She lifted her gaze and looked at the Major. He had the light-colored skin of the towers, and yet the scars on his hands and face suggested he’d seen trouble at some point in his life. How many of the recent wars had he fought in? Had he been in China when she was?

      “On Earth I had a relationship with Lieutenant Zane. It ended badly. I’m sure that there is something in my file about the accusations I made.” She knew there would be—unless Zane’s family had the pull to make them disappear, too.

      The Major gave a small nod. Telling the truth had been the right call.

      “I’ve started seeing someone on the ship. Zane found out and since then has been making threats.”

      “I don’t really want to get involved in personal disputes.”

      “He’s using his rank to make sure I can’t do anything.” Her eyes stung, but she refused to cry. She had to be strong. “Sir, I have never been late to work. I have always treated my patients with the utmost concern and respect. None of my cases have been formally reviewed.” If someone had lodged a complaint, she’d have heard about it.

      “You’re suggesting that an officer is lying, Corporal?” The Major tapped his portacomp.

      She wanted to say yes, but decided to err on the side of caution. She didn’t know exactly what Zane had put in her file, she only knew the end result. “He is making my life as hard and as restricted as possible. He placed me in the med station in the male prison for the duration of the trip.”

      The Major considered her for a moment. “What do you think I can do?”

      “I just want to complete my training and see my …” Oh God, what was he? Lover? Boyfriend wasn’t right—he was older than her, and they were both adults. “Partner.”

      “And who is your partner?”

      She knew the Major wasn’t going to like her answer, but if Alex wasn’t embarrassed, she wasn’t going to be either. “Alex Tariel, prisoner 1789. He was recently stabbed in the Rounds that Lieutenant Zane has been arranging.”

      “I know about the Rounds. It is better that the tension is relieved in an organized way instead of a riot, don’t you think?”

      “I have no problem with the Rounds, Sir. Everyone needs entertainment and a break from routine. But I do object to my partner being stabbed because he was seeing me. I believe it was set up.” She had no way of proving that, but Zane’s threats had made it clear that something was going to happen to Alex.

      The Major leaned back in his chair and picked up his portacomp. For several minutes he did nothing but toggle around the screen and read. Sienna sat still and tried to take slow, calm breaths.

      “You have put in no formal application for your relationship.”

      No, because it was still new and she wasn’t ready to have it on file. “We hadn’t got that far yet.”

      The Major handed her a piece of paper. “All prisoners in a relationship with civilian or military need the paperwork. For your protection and theirs. If you intend to pursue this relationship I suggest you get this filled in and submitted … to me please, Corporal.”

      “Sir.” She folded the paper and slid it into her pocket, very aware of what the Major wasn’t saying. He had just approved her move to go over Zane’s head.

      “I will raise the issue of allowing people to meet their training requirements at the next meeting. I think some job rotation should occur, so people don’t get complacent.”

      “That sounds like a very good idea, Sir.”

      “Anything else, Corporal?”

      “No, Sir.”

      “If you have any more, shall we say, personality conflicts, with your immediate commanding officer, please come and see me.”

      “Thank you, Sir.” She stood up and left the office, well aware that she was getting away with something.

      When Zane found out, he was going to be pissed. But if he knew the Major was watching, he could do nothing but quietly seethe. No, knowing Zane, he’d simply find another target. Someone who wouldn’t push back.

      Sienna walked down the corridor between the modules, reading the form. Both of them had to sign it—to prove they were both willing, she supposed. It was also clearly stated that it was not an approval to marry, or cohabitate—those things involved separate paperwork. No, this was just another way the Army kept tabs on what was going on. It was also designed to keep people from claiming a female prisoner as their own without the feeling being mutual. Was she ready to claim Alex? Was he ready to be claimed?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      Lopez wandered into Alex’s room. Alex had stopped thinking of it as a cell, because they didn’t lock him in at night. It had been three days, and Sienna hadn’t been back to see him. He was about ready to go looking for her, even though he knew it would be smarter to stay put.

      He’d seen Lieutenant Zane once, in passing. Zane had acted as though Alex didn’t exist.

      Alex wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. What was definitely odd was that most of the female prisoners who had been in C zone had disappeared.

      “Do you do anything aside from study?” Lopez leaned on the desk and looked over Alex’s work.

      “I’m almost caught up.”

      “You need to socialize.”

      “I’m not sure they want to socialize with me, Sir.” There was still a divide between enlisted and prisoner. And he was the latter, living in the world of the former, which put him in no-man’s-land.

      “They will. They’re adapting.” Lopez pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. “I received an application-to-fuck form for you today.”

      Alex’s eyebrows shot up. “A what?”

      “It seems the infantry were getting a little cozy with the prisoners. They were reminded that without paperwork, they weren’t supposed to be bringing anyone into C zone for recreational activities.”

      That explained why most of the women were gone. No one had been doing the paperwork. Would anyone bother filling out forms or would they just take their activities elsewhere?

      Lopez pointed at him. “You got a little cozy with an infantry medic.”

      Sienna. She’d taken him to her room and had broken the rules—although to be fair, he had already been in C zone that day. The rest of the time he’d seen her in the med station. Why do the form now? He wasn’t in the prison anymore. “I’m already in C zone, and I didn’t know I needed paperwork to have sex.” Wasn’t that a massive invasion of privacy? He reminded himself that as a con, he technically had none.

      “You do, because you’re still a lemon drop. It’s supposed to stop us evil Army bastards taking advantage of prisoners.” Lopez placed the form in front of him. “If you don’t want it, don’t sign. You can write at the bottom why you aren’t signing.”

      “I’m allowed to refuse, Sir?”

      “Yes, you have that right.” Lopez frowned. “But I thought you were with Corporal Jade?”

      That’s what he’d thought, too, until a few days ago, but she’d made it clear that they shouldn’t see each other because Zane was making threats. What the hell was going on? Was this a way of stopping Zane? He didn’t seem like the kind of man who cared about pieces of paper and rules that didn’t benefit him.

      Lopez tapped the form. “She’s doing the right thing, making sure it’s on file. If she comes down here and I find your door closed, it won’t go down well.”

      Was that why she hadn’t wanted to see his room the other day? Alex glanced at Lopez. Lopez wasn’t smiling. Getting caught with Sienna without the paperwork would get him booted back to the prison. He had to follow the rules. However he wasn’t entirely sure what all the rules were.

      “I’m not allowed guests?”

      “Sure, with the door open, same as in D zone. I’ll leave it with you.”

      Alex waited until Lopez left the room before picking up the form. The application to fuck was actually Form 699-A: “Request for visitation rights with a prisoner,” and included three paragraphs of text about what the form meant and who was supposed to use it.

      It only applied to long-term relationships, not short-term arrangements. Is that what the Army called prostitutes? Prisoners had no rights to marry without appropriate approval. He already knew that one. And no cohabitation. That was Form 669-B, and would only be considered six months after 699-A had been approved.

      Even though it felt intrusive, Alex kind of liked that someone had taken a moment to think about what the prisoners’ lives would be like. But he didn’t sign straight away. He looked at Sienna’s handwriting—the uneven letters and her scrawling signature. He’d had to leave Earth to find a woman who had grown up only blocks from him. She’d have still been in school while he’d been climbing scaffolding and breathing in the chemical-laden air.

      He’d probably walked past her, a group of school kids with cloths over their mouths to reduce the amount of crap they inhaled. He’d done the same. Breathing gear was expensive and only used by tower engineers—they lived in them, worked on them, and oversaw the building of them the whole time never sullying their lungs with unfiltered air. The rest of the construction crew made do with cheap masks and hoped for the best, knowing that every intake of air was one breath closer to death.

      She could do better than someone ten years her senior and dressed in yellow. He knew that, but he picked up the pencil anyway. He’d never wanted anyone in his life the way he wanted her. Filling out this form was the first step forward.

      And Zane? Had he ordered her to do this?

      Was Alex signing his own death warrant?

      Alex hesitated, the pencil already pressed to the page where he needed to write his name and number.

      This should be easy. It was what he wanted. It would mean no one could keep them from seeing each other. In six months’ time they could live together. He tried to imagine that, and failed. Surely there weren’t enough modules being used for food storage to allow everyone to partner up? There’d be too much shuffling around. Once they reached Solitaire, however …

      There was only one way to find out if this was some kind of set-up.

      He wrote his name and number, signed the form and then got up to take it to Lopez. He was sure that having an official lover wasn’t going to help his popularity with the enlisted. Then again, it wasn’t really any of their business.

      [image: ]

      Sienna was in the mess, trying to work out how many soyroom stew days there were between here and Solitaire. Too many, was the short answer. She’d received the paperwork approving her temporary relocation to the main hospital. She’d been bracing herself for Lieutenant Zane’s reaction ever since.

      But nothing had happened. Perhaps with the Major looking over his shoulder, Zane was being more careful. Or perhaps he was just biding his time.

      Either way, for the next three months Sienna was out of his way. By the time they reached Solitaire she’d be ready to change branches and go from infantry to medical corps. She wouldn’t have to work with Zane again. It was almost enough to make her excited about reaching the planet.

      The other piece of paper was still MIA. Probably lost on someone’s desk … unless Alex hadn’t signed it. She was almost too scared to go and find out. But she was going to, right after she’d choked down the rest of her stew. She’d be happy if she never saw another soyroom again.

      A group of noisy guys walked in. She glanced up as a flash of yellow caught her eye. Engineers—with Alex. Her heart stuttered. Had he seen her? She glanced back at her stew. All the carefully thought-up words vanished. It had been so much easier when it had been just lust. Now … well, if he hadn’t signed the form, she wouldn’t be able to see him. She was sure the Major would be keeping an eye on what she did and who she saw to make sure she wasn’t as bad as Zane’s comments on her file suggested.

      Perhaps now that Alex had more options, he didn’t want to see her.

      “This seat taken?” Someone tugged on the chair opposite her.

      She didn’t need to look up to know it was Alex. She shook her head.

      The guys next to her bristled, as if having a con at the table was an insult. “Why don’t you sit with your engineering buddies.”

      “I’d like to sit here.” Alex put down his tray and sat.

      One the guys stood. “We don’t want your kind here.”

      “I know him, he’s fine.” And she really didn’t want a scene. Already, people were looking. But apparently her word wasn’t good enough. The Private picked up his food and went elsewhere.

      “I see you’re making friends.”

      “Yeah … maybe they don’t like Field Engineers.” He smiled, but the wariness was back, as if he wasn’t quite sure what was going to happen next.

      “Maybe.” But they both knew that wasn’t the case. Some people resented the inclusion of prison foremen in C zone. Engineering wasn’t the only team that had moved some prisoners across. It seemed all corps wanted some prison foremen—it was part prison morale and part training. People had to have something to strive for, something to hope for, or life became unpalatable. Sienna had received a taste of what that could be like, both on Earth and now on Siren. Both times, she’d pushed forward and refused to settle for what was being offered.

      Alex rested his forearms on the table and leaned in. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

      She wanted to ask if he’d signed the form. “I’ve been temporarily transferred to the hospital for training, but I had to fight to get it through. It was noticed that I hadn’t put in a 699-A.”

      He gave a single nod. “I wondered what that was about. You could’ve given me some warning.”

      She could’ve come down and told him it was on the way, but she hadn’t wanted to draw any extra attention until everything was done. “I thought it best to get the paperwork done before I saw you again.”

      “Does that mean you broke rules when you invited me into your room?”

      “Yes … but it was a calculated risk.” Everyone was doing it, so she hadn’t thought she’d be singled out. She hesitated a moment, but was unable to keep the question in. “Did you sign it?”

      Her toes curled in her boots as she waited for him to answer.

      He took a couple of bites of food and had a drink, as if he was aware of how much she needed to know the answer and was determined to make her suffer. “Yes. Everyone somehow knows.” He drew in a breath and glanced over his shoulder to where the engineers were sitting.

      “Nothing travels faster than gossip—not even light.” Especially in the Army. “You sitting here and talking to me will be enough to set off another round.”

      “It doesn’t bother you?”

      It had once. She’d hated being talked about and she hadn’t liked the way Zane had flaunted their relationship and tried to alienate her from the rest of the enlisted. But this was different. She knew in her heart that she and Alex had something special. “I don’t mind people knowing that you’re mine.”

      “Oh, I’m yours, am I? So you wouldn’t mind if I did this …” He stood up and leaned over the table. His lips brushed hers.

      It was hardly a kiss, but it was enough that people around them either took offense or cheered. Most people didn’t know quite what to say.

      Sienna slid her hand up his arm and over his shoulder until her fingers tangled in his hair. “I don’t mind, but I think everyone else does.”

      “I have it on good authority that they’re just jealous,” he murmured.

      “I think you’re right.” She smiled and kissed him softly. Alex had given her a reason to look forward to the future, to their future, and the life they could make on Solitaire.
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      Read on for an excerpt from the next book, Yours to Desire

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Excerpt: Yours to Desire

        

        Dirty Sexy Space Three

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: yours to desire]
          
        

      

      A man more potent than any drug…

      It’s 2202 and on board the Earth Ship Siren, brilliant scientist, Lily Kwan, has worked in secret to develop an antidote for the aphrodisiac rape drug, sexmeth.

      She’d be overjoyed if it wasn’t for an embarrassing problem: the antidote has no effect on her extraordinary reaction to one particular soldier—Connor Madison, the Siren’s tough quartermaster. Scientifically, it should be impossible, but the man’s a raging fever in her blood. If a single dark glance sets Lily on fire, a kiss might kill her dead—but what a way to go!

      A former gang rat from the slums of a dying world, Con came up the hard way, so when geeky Doctor Kwan tops his hit list of possible drug runners, nothing’s going to save her—not her family’s money, nor her clever mind.

      Not even the smile in her eyes.

      [image: ]

      Chapter One

      

      If he didn’t move his ass, he’d be late for the damn basket-weaving class.

      Con went down the narrow access steps two at a time, one hand skimming the alloy bulkhead for balance. Despite his haste, he landed lightly, the metal treads pinging softly beneath his feet. It wasn’t his way to be noisy. Folding his portacomp, he shoved it in the pocket of his fatigues and strode down the corridor. The doors were identical save for their numbers. D143, D149 on the left, then D154 on the right. He frowned. Somebody couldn’t count.

      Pausing outside D155, he checked his watch. Dead on time. From within, came the murmur of conversation, then a single voice—a husky alto—raised above the others. “Shall we begin?” it said in the cultured accent of the Elite.

      She was punctual, he’d give her that, the thieving bitch. His mouth twisted. Scratch that—the alleged thieving bitch. Mustn’t condemn the princess without a fair trial. He’d bet his hard-won stripes her wealthy family had brought every kind of pressure to bear, up to and including blackmail, bribery and intimidation, all to get this worthless, pampered woman away from the dying Earth. Among the Elite, scientists were a dime a dozen. She couldn’t have been the only one available—just the best connected. As home shrank to a blue-green marble in the viewports, he wondered if the real price of her escape had dawned on her. Did she know it was almost certain she’d never see her birth world again? None of them would.

      By god, he wanted it to be her!

      Wiping all expression from his face, he shoved the door open and strode in.

      A single comprehensive glance and Con had the personnel in the room summed up. The tall woman at the front, holding a cloth-wrapped bundle, had to be Lily Kwan—Doctor Lily Byrne Kwan, xeno-botanist, biochemist and all around geek. A dozen or so people sat at battered tables, soldiers and civvies mixed. The general air was one of barely concealed boredom, so it was a good guess they’d been arbitrarily assigned to Kwan’s Basket-weaving Academy by some evil genius in HR. At the back, two enlisted men lounged against the wall. The tall skinny one was busily excavating an ear with his forefinger, while his stockier companion scowled at the four prisoners slumped at the nearest table. Their yellow outfits created a startling splash of color against beige plastic and scuffed metal. The Siren was no beauty, that was for sure.

      “Ah …?” Lily Kwan gazed at him enquiringly from over half-moon spectacles. Her eyes were oddly pale against her warm olive skin. “Good afternoon. Can I help you?”

      “I’m here for the class.”

      Her brow creasing, Kwan glanced down at the list on her portacomp. She’d scraped her hair back, but an ebony strand escaped to flop across her cheek. She ignored it. “That’s strange, I thought I had everyone.”

      “Late addition,” Con said blandly. Turning his head, he flicked a razor glance at the guards. They straightened so quickly he thought he heard their spines snap. Lazy bastards.

      “Of course.” Kwan peered at his name tags. “You’re welcome, ah, Sergeant Madison.” She laid the bundle she carried on the desk as tenderly as if it were a newborn. It squelched.

      Was it wet?

      Still considering him, Kwan pulled a stained rag from her pocket and wiped her hands. Funny, with her background, it should have been a fancy, lace-trimmed handkerchief. Con tried a pleasant smile, though the two guards—now standing rigidly to attention and staring straight ahead—rather spoiled the effect.

      “Are you sure you’re in the right room?” Her dark brows rose behind the glasses as she took him in. “This is basket-weaving.”

      Con knew what he looked like. Big and dark and mean, all male. The gang tatt on his neck didn’t help. Fine, fine. He could make nice if he had to. With a conscious effort, he stopped himself from looming.

      “You never know. Might come in handy. And it’s Master Sergeant.” He watched her out of the corner of his eye. “Connor Madison, Ship’s Quartermaster.”

      Not a flicker, but what had he expected? By all accounts, the woman had a brilliant mind, cool and incisive.

      “Oh” she said. “Well, then. Ah, welcome.” She indicated the empty table nearest the front. “Please, be seated and we’ll begin.”

      Sit with his back exposed? He literally couldn’t do it. Brushing past her, Con planted himself at a table on one side of the room. From there, he had a nice solid bulkhead behind him, not to mention an excellent view of the instructor and the class. Stretching his legs, he retrieved his portacomp and hooked an arm over the back of his chair. Now, Doc, let’s see if you’re as goddam clever as you think you are.

      Kwan cleared her throat. “Basket-weaving is an ancient art,” she began. “Indigenous people have used plant materials from prehistoric times to store food and other items. Unfortunately, the depredations of the centuries have robbed us of a great of deal of evidence for …”

      Depredations? Who used a word like depredations on a convict transport bound for the outer reaches of space? Hopefully, Unity colony was still out there, waiting for them on Solitaire. Because if it wasn’t, if it had gone under, they were comprehensively fucked, all five thousand of them—not to mention the people on the other two ships. His lips took on an ironic curve. Gone to hell in a great big woven hand basket.

      “... different materials,” Kwan droned on in that soft, precise voice. Carefully, she unfolded the cloth from her bundle, revealing clumps of grass and twigs. “Here we have a sample of a reed found commonly on Solitaire,” She held up a bunch of flat, bluish weeds. A trickle ran under the sleeve of the white coat she wore over a green shirt and camo pants. Absently, she swiped at it.

      “It’s easy to cultivate anywhere, even on board ship, if we can provide sufficient water, whereas this variety of Earth flax …”

      People were frowning, a couple of the older women leaning forward to hear. The stocky guard yawned hugely, not bothering to cover his mouth, then shot Con a guilty glance. The doctor noticed, ducked her head and forged on. Con studied her from beneath his lashes. Perspiration shone on her brow, while a slow tide of pink inched up her long neck to stain her cheeks. The words came faster and faster, a patter that fell into the silence like little stones. She wasn’t stupid, she knew she’d lost them. She could lecture all right, but she couldn’t teach for shit.

      Somewhere around soaking bark strips to make them malleable, he tuned out again. As the Siren’s senior non-commissioned officer, he had one of the highest security clearances on the ship. With a few taps on the portacomp, he retrieved her record, not that it told him much more than the last time he’d looked, but it helped to have the subject—the suspect, that was—in view.

      Given her glittering array of degrees, Lily Kwan was younger than he’d expected, only thirty. Fast-tracked from school to college and from there to a mountain top in Switzerland, to work in the air-cleansed comfort of one of the few remaining research institutes. It didn’t take a genius to work out she must be one of the Kwans, the strongest of the five great clans, because an education like hers reeked of privilege and power. Leeches gorged with the blood of a dying Earth, the families had grown fat and greedy on the misery of others. Doctor Lily owed everything to her honored ancestor, great-grandmother Kwan, several times removed. The old woman’s ruthlessness had been legendary.

      When he looked up, the doctor was on the other side of the room, fiddling with a three foot ribbon of some green stuff. The middle-aged tech seated at the table looked stupefied, though he revived enough to sneak a peek down the front of her shirt when she leaned forward. The goat.

      On his portacomp, Con flipped to the genocode. Yeah, there it was, a direct line of descent from the old madam, the genetic material predominantly East Asian. Hmm, and a healthy dollop of Celt, way back. He pulled up the personal details. Mother deceased, only six months ago, father still living. Kwan was unmarried. He’d bet there was a story there. No offspring.

      “A base?”

      He blanked the screen with a quick jab of his thumb. “Sorry. What?”

      Lily Kwan plonked a bilious green plastic circle on the table in front of him. “A base for your basket.” Determinedly, she pushed the glasses back up her long nose. “I’ve pre-punched it,” she said, pointing to the holes around the perimeter.

      Con stared. Though her hands were narrow and graceful, with long, slender fingers, they were filthy, as if she’d been finger-painting with camouflage colors. Two knuckles sported blisters.

      How would the clever doctor react under pressure?

      Without haste, Con reached out, gripped her right wrist and turned her hand palm up. The skin was marred with nicks and cuts, some healed, some not. “What have you done to your hands?”

      “Nothing.” Under his thumb, her pulse fluttered. “Just doing my job,” she said, her lips tightly compressed.

      When she took a step back, he held on, gently, but firmly. “Explain.”

      The downlights shone directly on her face. From behind the glasses, furious almond eyes met his. They were a stormy gray, not the brown he’d expected.

      Con’s lips curved, very slightly. Ah, now they were getting somewhere. The peasant had transgressed and the princess was pissed. It warmed his heart, truly it did.

      “I work in a lab, all right? I do experiments.” She tugged, to no avail. Her cheeks had gone a dull red.

      Lounging back in his chair, Con released her, taking his own sweet time. “I see.”

      Her spine snapped straight. “Which do you want? Bamboo or reed?”

      “Neither.” He gave her a calm smile. “I’ll just watch the others for now.”

      The blood beat beneath the golden skin of her throat.

      “Fine.” Scooping up the green circle, she whirled around and headed for the sulky prisoners.

      Con stared. Had he thought their yellow shirts were the only bright notes in the room? A glossy dark braid, almost as thick as his wrist, hung down Kwan’s back, bouncing with the energy of her stride. Threaded through it was a scarlet ribbon.

      Years ago, he’d slouched against a pock-marked wall and watched one of the gang sluts plaiting her baby sister’s hair, both of them tired and skinny, open sores around their mouths. Memory was a strange beast. He could still see the blue satin in those thin, deft fingers—a startling flash of peacock in a dirt-colored world. What had the girl paid for that small strip of something pretty? Impatiently, Con shook his head, his thumb creeping up to brush the tattoo on his neck. Past is past. Another life, another time.

      Kwan bent over the prisoners’ table, doling out basket bases, still talking in that funny, low, deep voice. The plait swayed with her movements like a bell-rope begging to be rung. If he tugged the ribbon loose, let the glossy strands unravel, her hair would cover her ass. Speaking of which …

      Con took a leisurely survey of the good doctor’s rear. Nice, what he could see of it, pert rather than lush. The gang toughs would have sneered and called her a long bitch. She was tall—the top of her head would come to his chin, he judged—with long, slender limbs, a long straight nose, long-lidded eyes concealed by a forest of dark lashes. For god’s sake, he could snap the woman in half without raising a sweat. He tapped an irritated forefinger on his portacomp. Con liked females who gave as good as they got, women with meat on their bones who’d meet him more than halfway, in bed and out of it.

      Now she was working with one of the older female techs, nimble fingers manipulating the reeds into patterns, talking, talking. When the woman made a pleasant comment and took over the task, Kwan stood back, smiling. But her lips barely curved, as if she didn’t dare trust herself with too much pleasure. He couldn’t imagine her laughing. Hell, he couldn’t imagine her in the throes of any kind of passion. It just didn’t … compute.

      Intelligence, self-discipline, iron-fisted control. Kwan wasn’t the only one on the Siren with those particular qualities—take himself, for instance—but when you tossed in the scientific qualifications and access to a fully equipped lab, the doctor was a class of her own. She had the knowhow, the equipment and the sheer class to shrug off suspicion. There were other leads, true, but Christ, he liked her for it.

      He needed to talk to the military police—to Sandy—asap. Not that he intended to be left out of the bust. No way, not with the thieving bastards laughing behind his back. He’d been a quartermaster virtually all his life, right from the gang days. Even as a kid, he’d managed miracles, scrounging, improvising, bartering. It was what he did. No one—no one—stole supplies from Con Madison and lived to tell the tale.

      With some difficulty, he suppressed a growl. He glared down at the pharmaceutical specifications he’d brought up on screen. It took the right ingredients and the right processes to cook up the aphrodisiac rape drug commonly known as sexmeth. He hadn't been to Switzerland like Kwan, his college campus had been the broken concrete canyons of greater Chicago, his frat house a dark warren off an abandoned subway tunnel. A gang rat’s education wasn’t much, but military training had plugged the gaps well enough for him to work out the basics. He flipped back to the manifests he’d spent the last twenty-four hours checking and cross-checking. The two small freeze pods of genetically engineered mushcali he could understand, even the antibiotic capsules and morphine derivatives, but why steal soyroom spores? What did she—they—need dried fungus for?

      He caught a sidelong flash of the doctor’s light eyes as she removed the spectacles and polished them with her handy rag. Strange. Yeah, very strange. There was something …

      Still thinking, he scrolled back to Kwan’s record—genocode, medical information, personal history. What had he missed? Blood pressure, lungs, muscle tone, reflexes—she was an impressively healthy specimen. Contraceptive implant with preventatives for disease, check. She wouldn’t be spawning little drug runners any time soon.

      Wait a—

      Con’s lips tucked up at the corners. Daddy Kwan had paid for corneal surgery to correct myopia when the princess was but a slip of a girl. So why the glasses? What did the good doctor have to hide?

      He had himself a quarry—now to hunt her down. Luxuriously, he stretched his long legs under the table. Took him right back to the bad old days.
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