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Attorney Sarina Bretton believes in facts, not fantasies of faraway planets. Then Captain Teir Reylock of the Coalition Defense League kidnaps her from Earth and whisks her to worlds she couldn’t have imagined. While she’s stunned at first, Sarina is even more astonished when Teir says he’s taking her to marry a member of the High Council. Through this union, she is destined to become the legendary Great Healer and save the galaxy from a devastating plague.

At the capital city of Bimordus Two, Sarina discovers the wonders of an advanced civilization. She also awakens to her passion for Teir, who is assigned as her personal bodyguard. He returns her regard, but he’s sworn to duty. He must protect Sarina from the Coalition’s enemies and from his own desire. If Sarina fails to fulfill the legend, the law decrees she’ll be executed. The only way they can be together is to unlock the legend’s secrets and expose the hidden truth.
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Prologue
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Smoke billowed into the air, swirling and blending into a murky gray fog whose tendrils reached into every hidden corner of the city. Mantra remembered the pungent smell even though it had been ten months since he’d fled his home. A lot of good it did him to hide in the countryside. The deadly plague called the Farg had spread its tentacles until it reached him even there. The pestilence touched everyone, regardless of location or station in life. It was a great equalizer, as Mantra had come to learn.

Huddling in the shadows of a doorway, he clutched his cloak tighter around his trembling body. It wasn’t the cold that concerned him. Mantra dared not risk being seen. The telltale ugly swellings on his thick tan hide would condemn him on sight. If he were caught, he would be sent to the pest-house. He wanted to die in his own bed, not in a chamber of horrors.

A paroxysm of coughing struck him, and he stooped, hacking and trying to clear the phlegm from his lungs. When at last he straightened, his face was red, his breath coming in short, painful bursts. In the dim light of the streetlamps, he could see the winding cobblestone street disappearing into the mist ahead. Only a few more blocks to go, then he would be home. With a stab of fear, he wondered if anyone was left to greet him. His mother and father... his sisters... had they all succumbed to the plague? It was selfish of him to return like this, to put them all in danger, but he craved one last glance of his loved ones before he died.

It was difficult to breathe the dry air after the relatively moist freshness of the country, and he had to stop every few paces to catch his breath. He was grateful that the streets were deserted. Public gatherings were forbidden, and all transportation had come to a halt. It was as though the very lifeblood of the city had stopped.

Sewage flowed freely in the streets, and even the wooden structures surrounding him seemed to lean inward with despair. Mantra cringed from the shrieks and lamentations he heard as he passed the homes still inhabited. Nearly everyone was affected by the horrifying visitation, if not themselves, then their dearest relations. The city had become a harbor of death.

Mantra’s shoe slipped on a water-slicked stone. He flailed and caught his balance to avoid a dangerous fall. Voices ahead made a curse choke in his throat. He sagged against a wall, his heart thumping. Go away! he cried in silence.

A searcher and a chirurgeon hurried together on their gruesome mission to examine the dead. One of them held aloft a red rod, warning off anyone approaching not to come near. Mantra held his breath as they passed, for all the good it would do him. He was already infected. Soon he would become their next victim.

When the voices faded, Mantra stepped out and moved forward at a faster pace. His temples throbbed, and a wave of dizziness threatened to overwhelm him. He pushed on, determination giving him strength. He nearly sobbed with relief when he rounded the corner of his street.

What he saw made him stop short.

Oh, no. Was that a watchman with a halberd in hand guarding his front door? Mantra slowly approached. A large red circle was painted on the door with the piteous words scrawled across it, HAVE MERCY UPON US!

Terror struck his heart. “What is this?”

“You approach a closed house. Be gone,” the watchman said. He was a stout fellow whose facial hair was thick and coarse. From the set of his shoulders, he appeared muscular beneath his robe.

“I must enter,” Mantra replied, frantic with concern. “It is my home.”

The watchman took a closer look. “By the sun, citizen, are you ill?”

“Aye.” Mantra gave a wicked grin as he thrust up his sleeve to reveal a rash of purplish blotches discoloring his thick hide.

The watchman’s eyes widened, and he stepped back. “You have the Farg!”

“Unlock the door. I wish to join my family.”

The watchman withdrew a large key from the folds of his garment. He fumbled with the lock, swung the door open, and stood aside for Mantra to pass. “The faith be with you, citizen,” he said, making the sign of the circle as Mantra went by.

“Mantra,” his mother screamed as he entered. She flew down the stairs, and Mantra barely heard the door bang shut behind him, or the key turning in the lock a second later. He raced to greet her, flinging his arms around her and sobbing her name.

“Alas, I forget myself,” he said, suddenly pulling back. “I am infected by the Farg.”

“Mercy!” his mother cried.

Now he saw how haggard she looked as he stood back to examine her. Her hair, once her crowning glory, hung in stringy reddish-brown strands down her back. Her luminous eyes were dull and sad. Even her garment, a softly woven fabric in green to match her eyes, was creased and stained. A wave of guilt swept over him as he thought about how he had left.

“Who else is ill?” Mantra asked, afraid to hear the answer.

Malika’s shoulders slumped. “Your sister Zunis. She has the fever.”

“And Father?” His supply station should have kept them all well fed, at least until they were shut in.

Malika looked away. “He took sick all of a sudden. Two days didn’t pass before the dead cart came to take him away.”

“No,” Mantra howled, rage and grief overwhelming him. He sank to the floor, squeezing his eyes shut to hold back the tears.

“Mantra, promise me you will not die, too,” Malika cried, kneeling beside him.

“I’m so sorry. Mother.” He gazed at her with sorrowful eyes. “I should not have left as I did. I ran at the first sign of the plague. I was a fool and a coward.”

“Hush, my son.” Her voice was gentle as she put out a hand to soothe him. “You were not the only one trying to flee. The streets were thronged with carts and beasts of burden, with wagons and goods, with people and baggage. You were lucky to get out before the barriers went up.”

“The barriers are useless. The distemper is everywhere.” Mantra ran his fingers through his rusty brown hair. “Curse this maug planet. If we lived closer to the sun, we might not be so horribly affected.”

Malika straightened. “It is harmful to listen to rumors from offworlders.”

“We have to ask the Coalition for help. It is the only way.”

“The only way is for the Coalition to leave our planet alone. We joined for the trade only. Any other contact is forbidden.” Malika’s voice was firm. “This is an old discussion. Come to bed.”

Mantra rose slowly, his limbs stiff and sore. He ached in a hundred places. “Joining the Coalition isn’t enough. We need to become active members. We need to progress—”

“Progress brings corruption. We will talk no more of this.” Malika peered at him closely, and her eyes darkened with anxiety. “You are trembling, and your face is a ghastly hue. How long have you had the distemper?”

“It’s been five days since I got sick. The fever was the worst. It was not thought I would survive, but a kindly caretaker gave me a posset-drink, and I recovered.” A rattling wheeze choked off his words, and he struggled for breath. His chest constricted as though a painful vise were around him, and he coughed, clearing the obstruction. “But as you can see,” Mantra said, gasping, “the infection has spread to my lungs.”

His mother’s countenance paled. “Upstairs with you,” she ordered, lifting her skirt and preceding him.

“Mantra, you have returned at last,” his eldest sister Sita greeted him from the second landing. Her voice was cool, her expression disapproving. At least she hadn’t suffered from their quarantine, Mantra thought. Sita’s eyes were heavily made up in a rich lavender shade to match the silky cloth that draped her slender form. She looked as though she were ready to go out on a social visit. Mantra bet she hadn’t lifted one finger to help Malika in the whole time he’d been gone. But then Sita had always considered herself first.

As had I, Mantra thought, feeling the familiar wave of guilt.

He regarded his sister calmly. “Where is Kairi?”

“Here.” His next elder sister came flying out of the room she shared with Sita, book in hand. She was about to throw her arms around him when he stepped back, a look of warning on his face.

“Stay away. I have the Farg.”

“Oh, no.” Kairi’s expression turned to horror as she observed him more closely. “You look terrible. Let me help you.”

“Keep your distance,” Malika said. “You girls must remain in your room. I will attend him as I do Zunis. Go now, quickly. I’ll bring you both a sulfur balm as soon as I’m free.”

Sita wrinkled her nose. “Not that awful stuff again.”

“It’s been an effective preventive agent, hasn’t it?” their mother countered. “Now be off with you.”

Kairi cast Mantra a regretful glance and followed her haughty sister back into their room. Mantra made haste for his own bed. It was as he had left it ten months ago, his possessions untouched, his bed made up as though he had just gone out for an afternoon. A sob of grief tore at his throat. If only he had seen his father one last time.

He made no protest as Malika turned back the coverlet and motioned for him to get into bed.

“Show me how bad it is,” she demanded, leaning over him, her eyes soft with concern.

His modesty had long since gone. Mantra stripped, averting his eyes from the expression of horror on his mother’s face when she saw the extent of his blisters.

“I’ll check on Zunis, and then I will get you some poultices. The poison must be drawn from your body.” She listened for a moment to his wheezing. “I will also brew a tea of lalith leaves for the congestion.”

Malika bent down, and a tear escaped from the corner of her eye. “Rest, my son. I am glad you have returned.” She squeezed his hand, and a brief expression of hopelessness flickered across her face before she turned away.

It was much later when Mantra was awakened by cries from downstairs. Throwing his cloak over his shoulders, he hobbled out of his room. “What is it? What’s the matter?” he called.

Sita and Kairi emerged into the hallway, their frightened faces pale against the vivid blue hues of their nightclothes. “It is Zunis,” Sita whispered. “When the fever spikes, she gets delirious.”

“How long has she been like this?”

“Three days. The fever shows no sign of breaking.”

Mantra frowned. That was a bad omen. “Is Mother tending to her?”

“Aye,” Kairi replied in a low tone. “She won’t allow us to help.”

“I must go to her.”

Despite their protests, he went down the stairs, stopping every few steps to catch his breath. The mucus in his chest seemed looser, so he coughed some of it up. A burning pain stabbed his lungs and Mantra winced, holding on to the rail and waiting for the discomfort to pass. Finally, the pain subsided into a dull ache and he was able to continue his descent.

“Mantra, please go to bed,” his sister Kairi pleaded from above.

“Don’t waste your words,” Sita said to her. “Mantra never listens. He didn’t listen when Father asked him to help out in the food station. Father might still be here now had Mantra been around to share the burden.”

Feeling the blood rush to his face, Mantra whirled to face her. “Shut up, Sita.”

“Go back where you came from,” Sita hissed. “You’re just more work for Mother. You’re sick. You should never have come here.”

Mantra took one glance at the shocked look on Kairi’s face and suppressed his retort. Turning on his heel, he shuffled to the library which had been converted into a sickroom. He found his mother huddled over the writhing form of his youngest sister.

Mantra drew in a sharp breath when he saw the livid color of Zunis’s face. Her eyes were glassy and wild as she thrashed about, muttering incoherently. Her reddish-brown hair, the same color as their mother’s, lay tangled about her face. She looked like a different person from the last time he had seen her, a sweet young maiden about to breach her sixteenth year.

Malika straightened, and he saw she had been applying a wet cloth to Zunis’s forehead. Instead of remonstrating with him for coming downstairs, his mother seemed glad of the company. She drew a weary hand across her brow.

“I know not what else to do,” Malika said. “Either the fever must break, or it will take her. This goes on too long.”

Mantra stared at her helplessly. He didn’t know the ingredients of the posset-drink that had helped him, so he couldn’t offer any advice. “The room is cold, Mother. Would a fire not help?” He drew his cloak tighter around his body.

“I think not. Zunis must be kept cool.”

“But see how her limbs tremble.”

“It is the distemper. Did you not find it so?”

“I suppose.” He shrugged. “In truth, I was not aware of much when I passed through this stage.”

Malika sighed. “I pray it will end soon. I grieve to see her suffering so.”

Mantra stared at his sister, wishing he could will her to get well. She looked so frail as she lay there. He remembered her laughter, her happy innocence, and he thought how everyone’s innocence had been destroyed by this onslaught of pestilence.

Returning to the hall. Mantra trudged up the stairs, knowing he would be more useful if he could recover his own strength. Kairi awaited him in front of his bedroom door.

“How is she?” Kairi whispered. He noticed she carried a book. Kairi was always reading, and he’d found he could talk to her about the things that interested him far more easily than with anyone else in the family. He supposed it was because Kairi drank up new ideas the way some people drank water.

“Alas, Zunis is not doing well. I fear for her survival.” They commiserated a moment in silence. “Mother is worn out and needs a rest herself.”

“I know. She nursed Father, and now poor Zunis. I wish she would let me help.”

“Can you talk?” Mantra asked, suddenly eager for a sympathetic ear. “I promise to keep my distance.”

At Kairi’s nod of assent, he placed a chair for her in his doorway, and sat on his bed. Regarding his sister, he decided he liked the way she had braided her hair. It hung down her back nearly to her waist, while wispy bangs shaded her brow. Her face was a petite version of his mother’s.

“I can’t talk to Mother about these things,” he began. “She doesn’t understand. I heard a lot of talk when I was away... talk about the Coalition, and about the legend. It is said the time is right.”

Kairi leaned forward. “How so?”

“The blazing star appeared in the sky as it was foretold, a full moon cycle before the onslaught of the pestilence. You saw it, do you remember? Its dull, languid color and heavy, solemn motion were supposed to predict a horrible judgment. So it has come to pass. The plague is slow but severe, terrible and frightful. And it’s not happening just here on Tendraa. It is all over the galaxy, on planets not only similar to ours but different as well. Don’t you see?” His eyes burned with zeal. “Death and confusion will reign throughout the heavens. And then the Great Healer will appear.”

Kairi gasped. “But it’s just a legend.”

“More than that,” Mantra contradicted. “All that was predicted has come to pass—the Farg, the arguing factions within the Coalition, even the Morgots.”

“The Morgots!” Her eyes widened with fear. “They are not in this sector, are they?” Mantra had told her about the warrior race from a distant solar system who had been attacking planets neutralized by the plague.

“The last I heard from Ravi, they were in the Quk system,” Mantra said grimly.

“How long ago was that?”

“Six months past.”

Their cousin Ravi was a renegade. He’d stowed away on a freighter to escape from Tendraa, then joined the Coalition Defense League. His prowess at flight school had earned him the prestigious position of first mate to Captain Teir Reylock. Mantra had secretly kept in touch with him, eager to hear the forbidden news from other worlds. But the spread of the pestilence had disrupted their communications.

“The Morgots could be anywhere by now,” Kairi whispered.

“That is true. Ravi said the Coalition had their hands full just trying to deal with the plague. Their resources are limited. Even the ruling High Council is looking to the Great Healer for salvation.”

“I wish I had such faith.” Kairi’s eyes filled with despair.

“Open your heart, Kairi. The prophecy will be fulfilled.”

“But who is this savior? When will the Great Healer be revealed?”

“I don’t know, sister.” A paroxysm of coughing struck him, and as Mantra struggled for a painful breath, he gasped, “I only pray it will be soon.”
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Chapter One
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“You want me to do what?” Captain Teir Reylock asked, scowling at his superior officer from across the man’s desk.

Admiral-in-Chief Daras Gog glared back at him, aware of Teir’s doubts. If it weren’t for the captain’s excellent reputation, Gog would rake him over the hot fires of Alpha Gomaran Two for his insolence. But Tier was the chief troubleshooter for the Coalition Defense League, and this mission demanded he recruit the best. He could overlook military protocol if Tier listened and obeyed.

“You heard me,” Admiral Gog said quietly, fixing a steely gaze on the captain. “You are to deliver the Earthwoman to the High Council for her marriage to Lord Cam’brii.”

“Just like that? The woman hasn’t any notion of the legend. How am I supposed to get her to come? Should I tell her she’s been identified as the wondrous Great Healer who will save the galaxy from destruction and despair?” Tier laughed, a harsh sound in the stillness of the office. “To her it will mean nothing.”

“You’ll manage.” The admiral stood behind his desk and began pacing, his hands clasped behind his back. He was shorter than Teir, but with his military bearing and decorated uniform, he knew he cut an impressive figure.

“By the Suns, Earth isn’t even a member of the Coalition,” Teir said, his blue eyes stormy. He tucked his hands into his flight jacket pockets. “Considering how many years their civilization has existed, that doesn’t say a whole lot for their planet.”

Admiral Gog stopped and raised his eyebrows. “It is to your advantage Earth is still in the primitive stages of development. Your small reconnaissance vessel can enter its orbit undetected.”

“Reconnaissance vessel? What about my own ship?”

“Your spacecraft is too large. The vessel you will be assigned is small and swift. It is better for eluding radar.”

“The hell it is. I take my own ship or I don’t go.”

“Captain Reylock,” the Admiral thundered, losing patience. “Do you have any idea of the significance of this mission?”

“I don’t believe in the legend of the Great Healer. You want me to do the job, I’ll do it, but in my own way.”

“By the moons of Agus Six, you’ll obey orders! Do you want the plague that is devastating our galaxy to reach your home planet? Do you want the Morgots to enslave the few people who will survive? Worlds are falling one after the other, first to the plague, then to those accursed aggressors. The Great Healer is our only hope of stopping them both.”

“An ignorant Earthwoman? Come on.”

“All the signs point to her as being The One.”

“Oh yeah? If anyone’s going to save the galaxy, we have to do it ourselves,” Teir stated. “The diplomats in the High Council argue like a pack of borks. We’re facing two major threats, and the R.O.F. still calls for a vote to dissolve the Coalition. No wonder the Morgots are moving in. Dissension makes us ripe for takeover.”

“Sarina Bretton—the Earthwoman—is the key,” the admiral told him. “With the recent problems facing the Coalition, membership in the Return to Origins Faction has swelled, and the High Council is hard-pressed to focus its attention on external matters. If the Revelation occurs as predicted, the R.O.F.’s push for all species to return to their respective home worlds will be nullified. Coalition unity will be strengthened. That’s why it’s so important for us to retrieve this Earthwoman. The prophecy appears to be coming true. As it was foreseen, the harmony of the galaxy is disrupted by internal strife. Pestilence has struck us down. Hostile invaders are conquering our worlds. It’s really happening, do you not see?”

“No, I don’t. The only thing I see is religious fervor spreading throughout the galaxy. It’s a distraction from the odds stacked against us. But I realize the High Council won’t try to solve its own problems until the legend is proved false, so I’ll bring the woman.”

Tier didn’t look happy by the prospect, but Gog didn’t care as long as he did the job. “Good,” the admiral responded, “and you’ll take the reconnaissance vessel assigned to you.”

Teir opened his mouth as though to protest, but at a quelling look from his superior, he pressed his lips together. “Aye, sir.” He snapped a crisp salute, turned and left.
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K’darr, chief of the Morgots, paced the bridge of the battlecruiser, Krog. The flagship of the Morgot fleet, the Krog had been named by K’darr himself. The word stood for demon in the language of his people. With his horned ears, ridged brow, and fiercely black coat of fine fur, K’darr appeared as the very Evil One himself, an image he liked. He wanted his enemies to quake at the sight of him.

“The Assimilation is going well, Your Eminence,” said Grand Marshal Zen-Bos. He wasn’t as tall as his leader, but since K’darr was over six foot seven inches in height, that wasn’t unusual. Still, it made him feel awkward having to look up at K’darr, and Grand Marshal Zen-Bos didn’t like feeling awkward about anything.

“Continue,” K’darr barked. He stood with his hands inside the folds of his voluminous black robe, his one vanity being its trim of solid gold. He knew the robe made him look even more forbidding with his stiff posture and perpetual dark scowl.

Zen-Bos wished he could look into his leader’s obsidian eyes without feeling a tremor of fear. But he’d heard too many stories about what happened to those who displeased his master not to feel a quivering in his gut. Still, he forced himself to meet K’darr’s harsh gaze with a strong, determined one of his own.

“Two-thirds of the sentient planets are converted, Your Eminence. The satellite monitors are in place for the rest.”

K’darr glared at him. “Then what are we waiting for? Set course for the Tendraan system.”

What are we waiting for? The marshal swallowed. He’d thought K’darr was here for an inspection tour. His transport ship had arrived barely an hour ago.

“Sir?” he queried. A trickle of sweat itched beneath his light coat of golden fur, and he resisted the impulse to scratch it.

K’darr’s mouth tightened. “I’ll be coming along. Planet Tendraa is rich in flavium. If we secure the mineral’s source, our new superweapon can go into production.”

Zen-Bos nodded. He’d heard about the tectonic missile under development at the heavily fortified research center on Morgot. If the weapon could be implemented, their superiority over the Coalition alliance would be assured.

“A brilliant conception, Your Eminence. You may use my quarters for the duration of your stay.”

K’darr’s opaque eyes brightened. “I’ve already had my things moved in. You must come and view my plants.”

The marshal shuddered. “I’ll look forward to seeing them,” was his careful reply.

He’d heard about K’darr’s plants. The leader’s collection traveled with him wherever he went. It consisted of the most exotic specimens from the planets they’d conquered—souvenirs, in their own way.

K’darr’s favorites were said to be the vicious man-eating thrum from Antiguas Two, and the thorny swinging fodus vine from Souk. Zen-Bos remembered the report of the last warrior who had viewed the leader’s collection. He’d annoyed K’darr by disobeying a direct order, and when he didn’t show up for duty the next morning, a lieutenant had gone to check on him. K’darr had grinned and pointed to the pieces of fur and skin scattered about the thrum plant.

Zen-Bos gave the order for the change in course toward the Tendraan system. “Will there be anything else you require, Your Eminence?” he asked in a deferential tone.

“Yes, step aside with me.” K’darr drew Zen-Bos into a corner and lowered his voice. “You’ve heard about the legend of the Great Healer? I understand the time has come for the Revelation.”

“I have heard rumors to that effect, Your Eminence.”

“They are more than rumors,” K’darr roared. Everyone on the bridge turned to look at him but just as quickly averted their eyes. “Intelligence reports that the Coalition has identified the one they call the Great Healer,” he continued evenly. “It is an Earthling female known as Sarina Bretton. If there is any truth to the legend, she could pose a threat to the fleet. Teir Reylock has been assigned the duty of retrieving her.”

“Reylock!” Zen-Bos had heard of the man’s reputation. He itched for the opportunity to confront the meddlesome troublemaker. Eagerly, he watched his superior’s face.

“I want you to contact Cerrus Bdan,” K’darr ordered. “The smuggler has an old score to settle with Captain Reylock. He should enjoy this challenge. Tell Bdan we’ll pay him well if he delivers the Earthwoman to us. He can take care of Reylock himself.”

A slow grin spread over Zen-Bos’s face. It made sense to let someone else do the dirty work for them. This way, nobody would suspect the Morgots were involved. “I will send the message at once, Your Eminence.”

“Good. No one must interfere with our Supreme Plan. No one.” K’darr swung around, his robe swishing at his feet as he headed toward the turbolift. His eyes blackened into two chunks of coal, and anyone in his path moved swiftly out of the way.

****
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Sarina Bretton stared out of her office window at the dazzling cityscape below. The Miami skyline dipped and blended into the pristine blue of Biscayne Bay. Numerous white sailboats plied the glistening sundrenched waters, and far in the distance, a barge chugged out to sea.

Her eyes glazed over, and in her mind she saw another scene from the space adventure film she’d viewed over the weekend. In her imagination, she became the pilot of the starship. With supreme skill, she evaded enemy laser blasts, dodged asteroids, fired photon torpedoes, and soared over new planetary horizons.

Sarina sighed and drew her attention back to the client list on her desk. As an attorney, she dealt in facts, not fantasy. To imagine herself in any other role was a waste of time. Toughen up, girl. Those were Mother’s words, but she was right. Sarina always needed reminding to curb her soft side.

She attempted to focus on the work in front of her, but the viewphone rang before she could accomplish anything.

“Sarina?” Her boss, Hiram Simmons, looked harried as he stared at her from the monitor screen. “I’ve assigned you a new client by the name of Pierce Mitchells. He should be on his way there now. Can you come up to my office when he arrives?”

“Certainly, sir.” She straightened her shoulders, feeling uncomfortable under the scrutiny of the gray-haired managing partner of the firm.

“I’ll fill you in on the case once you’re here.”

“Okay, thanks.” She was about to hang up when another call came through. Recognizing the number, she pushed the flash button. “Hello?”

“Hi, babe.” Her fiancé’s face came into view, his solemn brown eyes endearingly familiar.

Robert, one of the partners in the firm, had an office upstairs along with the rest of the upper echelon. Junior lawyers like herself were relegated to the lower floors. She’d been working here for over a year now and didn’t even have her own personal assistant, but hopefully that would change soon enough.

“I got wind of the Goroka case,” Robert said. “How the hell did you get involved in something like that?”

Uh-oh. She’d known he wouldn’t approve. “I couldn’t help it. The woman was so pitiful. She had nowhere else to go.”

“She can’t pay, for God’s sake.”

“I’m only giving her legal advice, and I’ll work on it in my spare time. Don’t worry, it won’t cost the firm anything.”

“That’s not the issue. If you’re going to be accepted as a full-fledged Associate, you must stop being a sucker for these hard-luck cases. This isn’t the first time you’ve used your resources unwisely. Simmons won’t like it.”

Sarina’s lips thinned. “Not everyone can afford the high fees he charges, you know.”

“So let them go elsewhere. What do you want, a welfare job or a position that’s going to pay your bills for years to come?”

“Some things are more important than money, Robert.”

“Yeah, like what?” When she didn’t answer, he went on. “You’re up for the big promotion, sweetheart. Don’t screw up now.”

“Why? Are you going to delay our wedding again if I miss out?” Sarina asked. He’d already changed the date twice.

“I’m only interested in your career,” Robert said, his tone sincere. “This week is crucial. Simmons is going to put you to the test.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’ll tell you he’s sending you a client, but it’ll be some wacko. Your reactions are what count. We all have to pass this nutty psych test to move ahead.”

Her heart thumped with excitement. “Robert, Mr. Simmons called right before you did. He said he’s sending in a new client, and we’re to go to his office together.”

Robert sucked in his breath. “This might be it, then. You can do it, babe.”

“What should I expect?” Sarina’s palms grew moist as her anxiety escalated.

“If your test is anything like mine, this ‘client’ will tell you a totally wild story. Simmons will be observing your responses, so act professionally. Go along with it and pretend like you believe every word. He wants to see how you’d handle a difficult situation.”

“But I’m supposed to take the client up to Mr. Simmons’s office. Won’t he admit the ruse then?”

“Only after he’s satisfied you’ve passed the test.” Robert chuckled. “You might not exactly end up in his office either. I was led to a special suite of rooms he uses just for this purpose. It was decorated like a boudoir. The so-called client told me that if I handled his case satisfactorily, I could have my choice of any of the lovely ladies present. Of course, it was clearly a setup, but the women acted their parts convincingly.”

“You never told me about this. So I can expect a really crazy scenario?”

“That’s right. Just act cool and play along, but don’t do anything that makes you uncomfortable.”

Sarina couldn’t imagine what might be planned for her, nor could she picture her staid boss getting his kicks out of games like these, but apparently there was a side to him she hadn’t known existed.

“Good luck,” Robert told her. “Call me later and let me know what happened.”

“Wait.” She wanted to ask him how he’d solved his own test situation, but he hung up before she got the chance. Damn the man! Now she’d have to struggle through on her own.

They’d been engaged ever since she graduated from law school and took the position at the firm. Robert’s recommendation had helped her land the spot, and his influence was important in getting her promotion approved. She should be grateful to him, but gratitude wasn’t what she felt. He kept postponing their wedding, saying she should concentrate on getting ahead. His attitude made her wonder which was more important to him—her job status or herself?

Their wedding was set for December, five months from now, and if Robert put it off one more time, she’d need to reevaluate their relationship. During the past few weeks, she’d felt increasingly dissatisfied. It was difficult to pinpoint the cause. Robert irritated her, but that could be because she felt pressured. She’d applied for Associate after he’d urged her to do so, and yet this job wasn’t fulfilling her expectations.

She couldn’t admit her doubts to Robert without starting an argument. Besides, she felt this problem wasn’t the real issue bothering her. Something else tugged at her from beneath the surface of her mind, but she hadn’t a clue what it meant.

Realizing the new client might walk in at any moment, she patted her French braid at the back of her head. It was still smooth and sleek, so she reached into her handbag to reapply her lipstick before he arrived.

Just as she was putting her mirror away, a loud rapping sounded at the door.

“Come in,” Sarina called, her heartbeat accelerating.

The door opened and in strolled the most gorgeous hunk she had ever seen in all her twenty-six years. The man was tall and powerfully built, but the dominant feature that drew her was the strange color of his eyes. Never had she seen a blue shade so deep, so celestial. It was as though the sky was mirrored in his gaze. His eyes locked on hers as he approached.

“You are Sarina Bretton?” His masculine tone reverberated throughout the room and seemed to touch a chord within her very soul.

“Yes,” Sarina stated as the man strode forward. She lifted her chin, intending to present a professional image.

He stopped directly in front of her and bent his head to examine the identification badge pinned to her crimson dress. Her I.D. picture showed her in a relaxed pose, her wavy blond hair hanging down her back, her gray eyes wide in an oval face. She knew her pink lips parted in a silly grin, but the photographer had been a friend who knew how to make her laugh.

She surveyed the stranger’s thick black hair that grew long in the back, curling at his nape. His features were angular, firm and strong. Her gaze wandered down to the strange metallic silver jumpsuit that he wore. It molded to his powerful body like an animal skin.

“Excuse me—I had to make certain,” the man said.

Sarina glanced at him, startled. He watched her with a flat expression. She searched his eyes for contact lenses but saw no telltale outlines. The intense color fascinated her.

“Certain of what?” she asked, wondering if his weird responses were part of the game set up by her boss.

“Of your identity.” He grasped her right hand and turned it palm up. He touched the round area of pigmentation on her soft flesh. “You see? You have the mark as prophesied.”

A shiver of delight ran through her at his touch. “That’s just a birthmark,” she said, withdrawing her hand. “Look, Mister, uh—”

“You can call me Teir.”

Teir? She looked down at her desk where she’d scrawled the name Pierce Mitchells on her message pad.

“You are needed. I am to escort you,” Teir explained, a hint of irritation in his tone.

“Escort me? Where?” But then she answered her own question. “Oh, you mean to Mr. Simmons’s office.” Obviously, this guy was the test case Robert had mentioned. Remembering her fiancé had advised her to play along, she stuffed a notebook into her handbag.

“You won’t need that where we’re going,” Teir said with a bemused curve of his mouth.

“I may have to take notes. Shall we go?” She stood and smoothed her dress.

A look of astonishment dawned on the man’s face, as though he hadn’t expected her to be so cooperative. Hmm, this test might turn out to be fun, Sarina thought.

Grinning at the idea, she strode from her office and out into the carpeted corridor. Teir followed, his booted footsteps thudding behind her.

She waited until he caught up. “Has the initial data on your case been filed?” she asked as they walked down the hallway. The main bank of elevators was situated at the opposite end.

Teir didn’t respond. Halfway down the hall, he came to an abrupt halt and pointed to a closed door. “This way. You can go first.”

Sarina shot him a sharp glance. “That’s a storage closet.”

Wordlessly, Teir opened the door, and Sarina gasped. Facing them was an elevator car.

“A private lift? I never knew this existed. Where does it go?”

“Up,” Teir said, without a trace of a smile.

It must lead to Mr. Simmons’s penthouse suite. She’d better be on the alert in case her boss was watching them via hidden cameras. This had to be part of the test.
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At Teir’s urging, Sarina stepped inside the padded interior. He entered the elevator after her, his tall muscular form seeming to take up most of the small space. Sarina’s breath quickened at his nearness. She edged away until she bumped into a wall. Her apprehension rose when she noticed there was no control panel.

“How do you operate this thing?” she asked, her pulse racing despite her resolve to keep calm.

As the door slid shut and they began a slow ascent, Teir showed her a small remote-control device he held in his hand. “You’d better hold on,” he said, securing the object in a previously hidden pocket of his jumpsuit. He slipped his hands into two loops protruding from the padded walls of the lift. “This thing starts slow, but it accelerates fast.”

How peculiar. She didn’t have time to speculate because just then a big thump rocked the elevator. Sarina grabbed for the two remaining loops on the wall and clung tightly as the lift shot upward at an incredible speed. Her stomach dropped, like it would in an airplane that suddenly developed lift. A whoosh of air sounded in her ears, and a smell similar to a pressurized cabin filled her nose.

Then just as suddenly as it had started, the acceleration stopped. An eerie sense of motionlessness gripped her.

“What happened?” she asked in a squeaky voice. Her head reeled, and she felt disoriented.

Tier gave her a solemn glance. “The antigravity device activated. We’re out of the atmosphere now. That’s the worst part of the ride, but thankfully, it’s over.” He did a quick calculation on his handheld device. “Another one of your Earth minutes and sixteen seconds and we’ll be there.”

Earth minutes? When Robert had said she’d be sent a wacko client, he really meant it.

The elevator swayed, and her throat constricted. She maintained her grip with frozen fingers. A gentle bump rocked the lift, and then the motion stopped.

She withdrew her hands from the loops. As she massaged the ridges they’d left on her skin, a buzzer sounded somewhere outside. The steel door slid open to reveal a short corridor with a blank white wall at the far end.

She peered out into unfamiliar territory. This was definitely not the penthouse suite where Mr. Simmons had his office, nor was it anywhere else in the building to her knowledge.

“After you.” Teir jerked his thumb toward the exit.

“Right.” Sarina swallowed, wondering where he was taking her. Would Mr. Simmons be waiting to join them? If so, she’d better not show any hesitation.

She stepped boldly forward. As Teir followed her into the corridor, the lift door closed behind them.

“Now what—” she began, but Teir prodded her ahead until they reached the white wall.

He pressed his hand against a raised panel, and a hidden door slid open with a hiss. Sarina gasped as a surreal vision unfolded in front of her.

They faced a space that reminded her of an airplane cockpit, with rows of switches and buttons blinking in various colored lights. The symbols displayed an unrecognizable language. But her attention didn’t linger on the instrumentation. She swung her gaze to the wide viewscreen. In front of them was a blackness so profound she could only wonder at it. Pinpricks of lights twinkled in the distance, reminding her of the night sky in a planetarium.

“What is this place?” she asked in a hoarse tone.

“We’re on my ship,” Teir responded. He pointed to the two modular seats facing the viewscreen. “Sit there,” he commanded, indicating the one on the right.

When Sarina didn’t move, he grunted with impatience and tugged her forward. Her knees weakening, she didn’t resist when he pushed her down and buckled her into a safety harness.

“I don’t understand. What’s going on? Is this some kind of flight simulator?”

Surely Mr. Simmons wouldn’t go to such extremes just to tap into her favorite fantasy. No one in his right mind would incur such exorbitant expense merely to test an employee. And for what purpose? This scenario had nothing to do with her legal expertise.

Come to think of it, Robert’s hadn’t either. He must have been tested to see if he would take a bribe, albeit in the form of seductive women. But Robert had at least known his location, whereas Sarina wasn’t certain of anything.

“I think there must be some mistake,” she said, wondering how to get back to her office.

Teir dropped into the pilot’s chair beside her and strapped himself in. He released a lever and manipulated the steering column so a different view came into sight.

“Say farewell,” he told her.

Sarina’s mouth dropped open. That greenish-blue globe spinning against the dark backdrop of space looked very much like the planet Earth. Her mind going numb, she turned to stare at Teir.

“Firing thrusters,” was all he said. He punched a button and a roaring noise sounded. A huge surge came from somewhere beneath them as their forward motion increased.

“Tell me what’s happening,” Sarina demanded, doubting her own senses. I have to get out of here. Is this man the fake client my boss has sent, or is he not?

The alternative was even too bizarre to contemplate.

Teir entered a code into the computer and then leaned back, folding his hands behind his head as though blasting from the atmosphere was all in a day’s work for him.

“You want an explanation? Fine, I’ll give you one. You’ve been identified as the legendary Great Healer. A terrible disease called the Farg is sweeping through the galaxy, killing billions of people. Those who survive are being enslaved by a warrior race known as the Morgots. You are destined to stop these horrors and save everyone.”

He spoke in a sarcastic tone as though he didn’t believe she could be a savior. “I’m taking you to the High Council where you will wed our esteemed prince, Lord Cam’brii of the ruling House of Raimorrda. Supposedly, the prophecy will be fulfilled through this marriage.”

Sarina stared at him in disbelief. Obviously, this man wasn’t Pierce Mitchells, the client Mr. Simmons had sent to her. Then who the hell was he?

Surely his story couldn’t be true? No, it was too preposterous. This had to be a simulation, or some kind of theatrical set.

But even as she tried to find a rational explanation, her imaginative mind discarded it. That view of Earth had been much too realistic. She didn’t know of any technology capable of producing such an effect. And if this setup was real, she had just been abducted by an alien in a spaceship.

She fumbled with her safety strap, desperate to find an exit.

“Stay in your seat,” Teir ordered. “We’re about to enter space warp.”

Her anxiety escalated. She tugged at the buckle, but her hands shook so much she couldn’t unlatch it.

“Nine seconds to go. Eight, seven...”

Her neck whipped back as the ship lurched forward. The stars became a kaleidoscope of color, a blur of passing images. She was pressed down into her seat.

The transition to real space came just as abruptly. Soon they were gliding smoothly through space again. Some of the stars seemed larger, closer than they’d been before.

She couldn’t stand another moment of this uncertainty. Wrestling with the catch on her safety harness, she finally unhooked it and jumped up.

“I want to go home. Where’s the exit?” She peered around at the unfamiliar surroundings. Even if she did find one, she had no idea where it would lead. If this really was a spaceship...

“Get back in your seat,” Teir commanded.

Ignoring his stern tone, Sarina charged for the opposite wall. Behind her, she heard a growl as Teir leapt up and chased after her. He grabbed her by the wrist.

“You’re hurting me,” she cried as the pressure of his fingers forced her to turn around. His use of force confirmed her suspicion that he wasn’t an actor hired by her boss to play the part of a client. She wasn’t even sure he was a man. Maybe he was an alien life form who’d taken on the shape of a human so as not to frighten her.

“Either you do as you’re told, or I’ll have to restrain you,” Teir said in a dangerously quiet voice. “The ship’s on autopilot right now, but there’s some tricky navigation ahead. I have to pay attention to the helm.”

“Let me go.” Sarina struggled to free herself, but it was like fighting against solid rock. Teir maintained his tight grip on her arm, and even as she kicked and squirmed, he drew her against his body.

“You’ll obey me, woman.” As he stared into her defiant eyes, something within him softened. With a sound of disgust, he thrust her away.

As soon as he released her, Sarina raced to the door at the rear of the cockpit. She wouldn’t be trapped here. The walls felt as if they were closing in on her. She searched for a means of activating the exit, hoping it would reveal the elevator or a familiar corridor on the other side.

“Storms of the sun, woman, get away from that wall. You can’t go anywhere.”

Realizing he spoke the truth, Sarina turned to face him. This man—or whatever he was—had lured her here and used her ignorance of the situation to his advantage. Now she was his prisoner. Her head reeled as she remembered what he’d said. She was needed. She had to marry someone. It didn’t make any sense, but then, none of this did.

Glancing his way, she noted how his contoured muscles stretched the fabric of his silvery jumpsuit. From the demonstration he’d already given her, he could easily enforce his demands. She’d better do as he said until she learned what he had in mind.
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Teir noted the play of emotions on the woman’s face. Her fear mixed with doubt and confusion. She might find this situation easier to accept if he gave her a fuller explanation.

“Sit down while I check our heading. Afterward, I’ll answer any questions you might have.”

Sarina pursed her lips but she obeyed, taking her seat while Teir dropped into the pilot’s chair to verify their coordinates.

“Where are we going?” she asked in a matter-of-fact voice.

He regarded her with relief. At last, she was acting rational. His jumpsuit itched, and he scratched at a spot on his neck. He hated wearing it, but it was the standard uniform for sensitive missions. The sensory-laden material made him invisible to surveillance devices, enabling him to enter Sarina’s building undetected.

He’d been amazed at how willingly she had come with him. He had been prepared to knock her unconscious if necessary, but she’d cooperated readily. She hadn’t been anything like he’d expected. Gazing into her eyes had the oddest effect on him. Their silvery flecks reminded him of the mists of Quava Plain on his home world of Vilaran. He hadn’t been home in ages and felt a sudden urge to return.

“We’re on our way to the High Council,” Teir said, pushing aside his musings about the softness of her lips. “According to the legend, your healing power will be activated when you fall in love with a member of the ruling family. Hence your marriage to Lord Cam’brii.”

“The ruling family of what?” Sarina asked. No doubt she hoped to gain knowledge to prepare herself for the inevitable.

“Earth is not yet a member of the Coalition of Sentient Planets, an alliance of star systems in this quadrant of the galaxy. The House of Raimorrda has ruled the High Council for eons past. Lord Cam’brii is their most valiant noble. He was chosen to fulfill the prophecy.”

Teir spoke with derision, not buying into the legend. It gave the politicians something to feed the dissatisfied masses.

She tilted her head. “Where do you fit in?”

“I’m an officer in the Coalition Defense League. I was assigned the unenviable job of transporting you to the High Council.”

“You don’t seem too happy about it.”

“That’s because this assignment is a waste of my ability.”

“What is your normal role, Captain?”

He gave her a wicked grin. “I hire out my services.”

“Is that so? What kind of services do you mean?” she asked, not responding to the sexual innuendo in his tone.

Teir focused his attention ahead. They’d entered a new star system and approached a large copper-colored planet. He punched a code into the computer and took over the steering column, guiding the ship around the planet’s edge.

“I’m a troubleshooter,” he replied after he’d completed the maneuver. “When the Defense League doesn’t need me, other people pay me to solve their problems.”

“What if I paid you more to take me home? I’ll double your usual fee, whatever it is.”

Teir shot her a disdainful glance. “No way, princess,” he said, using the title she would assume after her marriage. “The High Council has summoned you, and it’s my job to deliver you to them.”

“You don’t have to reveal that you found me. Make up some excuse,” Sarina begged.

His voice hardened. “Forget it. You’re not going anywhere except to your wedding.”

“Then you won’t mind if I explore your ship since I’m stuck here for a while.” She rose, her gaze noting the outline of a doorway on the opposite side from the escape hatch. Hustling in that direction, she ignored his warning grunt.

“Come back here,” he said, annoyed by the inconvenience she was causing him.

He unstrapped his harness and stood, but she’d already ducked through to the next passageway.
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Sarina found herself in a series of rooms that opened into each other, storerooms and gunnery lockers from the looks of them. At the sound of Teir’s footsteps behind her, she glanced wildly around and grabbed a hefty rod-shaped object from a pile of tools on a shelf just as he raced through the hatchway.

“Don’t come any closer or I’ll brain you.” She waved the object threateningly in the air. It was so heavy she could barely lift it, but she put on a brave front and faced him.

Teir took a step in her direction. “We’re nearing the Yxon asteroid belt. I have to guide the ship. Stop this foolishness immediately.” His tone was icy, his eyes furious.

“No! I want to go home.”

He shrugged. “You’ve sealed your fate. I’m going to lock you up for the duration of the voyage.”

“Over my dead body.”

“Over your unconscious body, maybe.”

Sarina swallowed a large lump in her throat. Her arm ached, and she couldn’t hold the heavy rod much longer. She doubted she could swing it effectively to hit him anyway, but it was the only weapon she had.

“Will you stop waving that blasted electrifier around? It’s dangerous.”

Sarina lifted her chin. “Stop giving me orders. Turn this... this vessel back the way we came and take me home.”

“You leave me no choice,” Teir sighed. Setting his jaw, he pounced.

Sarina swung the rod, but Teir easily sidestepped the blow and chopped her forearm with the side of his hand. A sharp pain stung her below the elbow. The weapon fell from her numbed fingers and clattered to the floor.

He caught her by the wrists and forced her backward toward one of the cabins. As he shoved her around the corner, her braid loosened and her long hair came tumbling down.

“Inside,” Teir commanded, his eyes glittering.

Sarina clung to the wall. He pressed his body against hers, trying to force her in the direction he wanted her to go. Her breathing shortened as she struggled, wrestling with him in the doorway. His thighs were muscular and strong, and he used them to push her sideways. She felt herself helplessly sliding.

The ship jerked, and she stumbled to the floor. He fell on top of her, pinning her down. With her skirt raised halfway above her hips, and her limbs tangled with his, she became acutely aware of his growing bulge against her legs.

Fury surged through her as she glared up at him. “Get off me.”

“Look, princess,” Teir said, “I never asked for this assignment. It’s time you and I—”

Boom! Something impacted the ship. The hull shuddered, and another deafening boom followed.

Cursing, Tier rolled off her and sprang to his feet.

“What was that?” She followed suit, rising to face him.

“We’re under attack. Stay here.” He turned toward the cockpit, but just as he cleared the archway, a blast hit the ship. The area in front of him exploded.

Sarina screamed, throwing her arms up to protect herself as a cascade of fiery debris rained down.

Teir crumpled to the floor. When the ship stopped shuddering, she rushed to his side. Blood seeped from a jagged wound on his arm. His face was ashen, pinched with pain.

“Oh, my God.” She stared at him as reality hit.

He’d been telling the truth.

She had left the planet Earth far behind. Everything she had ever known was gone. She was alone in a spaceship with a strange man, and hostile alien forces were attacking them.

“There are medical supplies on that shelf,” Teir said, pointing. His finger trembled, and she wondered what she would do if he passed out.

“Get this blasted jumpsuit off me,” he told her. “Hurry, I have to get to the controls.”

Another thump racked the ship, and Teir ripped at his sleeve in his impatience. He stopped with a groan.

“Lie still,” Sarina said. “Your wound needs to be treated.”

She knelt beside him and tugged at the form-fitting material until his upper torso was bared. Her gaze swept over his massive shoulders, then down to the dark tangle of hair on his broad chest. The hair tapered and disappeared at his waistline. A warm flush crept up her face as she stared.

“Don’t get shy on me now, princess.” Teir’s dark eyes bored into her.

Fortifying herself with a deep breath, Sarina yanked the jumpsuit down below his hips—and gasped. Dear God, he was naked.

“Stop gawking,” he snapped. “My regular clothes are in the master cabin. You can get them after you dress the wound.” He kicked the jumpsuit the rest of the way off by himself.

“Aye, aye, sir,” Sarina retorted, saluting. Rising, she went to retrieve the medical supplies.

As Teir barked out instructions, she cleansed and dressed his wound. Part of her responded to what he was saying, and part of her tried to assimilate all that was happening. She still couldn’t believe the spacecraft was real, until another shuddering whump reminded her they were under attack. A pungent odor remained in the air from the previous explosion.

When she’d finished bandaging him, Teir stumbled naked into the cockpit while Sarina went to get his clothes. The sight on the viewscreen stopped him cold. Poised in space was a huge cigar-shaped vessel, its deadly weapons turrets aimed at his ship.

“By the corona, it’s Cerrus Bdan,” Teir muttered. A sinking feeling hit him as he realized he was facing his old foe. What rotten luck. Even if he didn’t believe in the legend of the Great Healer, his mission was to deliver Sarina to the High Council, and Bdan’s untimely appearance could put quite a crimp in those plans.

His jaw clenched as he thought about how he might have taken more pleasure from her touch on his skin. But there was no time for such indulgent thoughts now, thanks to his adversary.

He dropped into the pilot’s seat and punched in the code to activate the ship’s defenses. He should have done it before, but he’d been too distracted by Sarina. Now it was too late. The console refused to respond, and his shields remained offline.

“Blast.” His fingers moved over the controls, but before he could activate a backup system, a flash erupted from Bdan’s vessel and another resounding boom rocked his ship. One thought consoled Teir. If Bdan wanted to blow them out of space, he would have done it already. The smuggler obviously wanted them alive.

“What’s happening?” Sarina asked, rushing in with his clothes in her arms.

She dropped them on his lap, averting her gaze from his nakedness to look at the viewscreen. Her eyes widened when she saw the armed vessel poised in front of them.

“Our main tangent beams are out,” Teir explained as he stood to put on his pants and vest. “The laser cannons won’t fire, and we’ve lost maneuvering ability.” He glanced at her, his face expressionless. “We’re defenseless. We have to wait for their terms.”

“Terms?” Sarina’s voice cracked. She stared at Teir as he fastened his trousers. The hip-hugging black pants and leathery vest were all that he wore. With a fresh white bandage around his muscular arm, a dark shadow at his jaw, and his unruly midnight hair, he made a rakishly handsome picture.

Teir seem unaware of her appraisal as he took his seat. “Cerrus Bdan owns that ship. He’s waiting for our surrender. We’re lucky, princess—we could have been dead by now.” While there was still time, he keyed a message and transmitted it on subspace radio using a prearranged code.

“The stinking buzzard isn’t even allowing us to negotiate.” A shuttle had just cleared the enemy vessel and was turning in their direction. “I should have known Bdan wouldn’t give us any options, especially not where I’m concerned. They’re coming for us.”

“Who is he?” Sarina asked.

“Cerrus Bdan is a notorious smuggler who deals in the slave trade. We haven’t exactly been on friendly terms.” Teir had disrupted a number of Bdan’s illicit runs, and the smuggler had a grudge against him. “It’s unfortunate he caught up with me just now.”

“Will he kill you?” Her brow furrowed with concern. Not that she cared about the man, Sarina told herself, but he was her only protection.

Teir shrugged casually in response. He was more worried about what Bdan might do to her. Sarina’s silky blond hair floated about her shoulders like spun gold. With her porcelain complexion, large smoky eyes, and full trembling mouth, she was more than pleasing. Add to that her curvaceous assets he’d felt earlier, and she’d bring a high price in the slave market.

Of course, Cerrus Bdan might decide to keep her for himself. Teir was fully aware of the smuggler’s cruelty to his female slaves, and Bdan might take particular delight in tormenting Sarina if he thought she belonged to his old enemy.

Thrusting that unpleasant thought aside, he said, “There’s no point in resisting. We’ll plot our escape once we’re on board their vessel.” He only hoped that the plan he’d already set in motion would work without a hitch.

“What? You’re just going to sit there and let them take us?” Sarina asked. If he didn’t care about himself, the least he could do would be to fight for her freedom. “What kind of defense is this of your future... your future—” She couldn’t remember what her title would be once she’d married Lord Whoever.

“Princess,” Teir supplied. “Now listen carefully. Say nothing about yourself, or about why I brought you here. Let me do the talking, understand?”

Sarina nodded, and the anxiety in his expression made her fear increase. Before she could reply, a bump jostled their ship as the enemy shuttle docked. Teir rose and nudged her to do the same.

They turned to face the exit portal and whatever fate awaited them.
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The hatch slid open, and a formation of heavily armed troops marched inside. Sarina sucked in her breath. It wasn’t the uniforms or even the shooters pointed in their direction that alarmed her. It was the strange blue hue of the soldiers’ skin, the doglike appearance of their faces, and the floppy ears.

A husky officer stepped forward, barking out an order. His dark eyes looked small and menacing behind the wide brim of his helmet.

“What did he say?” Sarina asked, not really expecting an answer. The alien’s voice was a harsh growl, and to her the sounds were meaningless and jumbled.

“He said we are to come with him to Bdan’s ship.”

“You speak their language?”

“No, I wear a linguist patch. It translates any of the known sentient languages.” He pointed to his temple where she could see a slight scar. “You’ll have to get one implanted. I didn’t think of it before. Your disability could be an inconvenience to us.”

She started to respond, but the officer—whose face resembled a vicious bulldog, she thought—snapped a few sounds that made Teir stiffen beside her. Touching her elbow, he urged her forward.

“Now what?” Sarina’s voice trembled.

“He says he’ll be more than happy to roast us for dinner if we don’t do as we’re told.”

She gasped. “Would they really eat us?”

“Probably not, although cannibalistic tribes still exist on their planet in the more remote areas. Bdan is a harsh taskmaster, however, and he wouldn’t appreciate their doing away with us. He has something far more interesting in mind, I’m sure.”

The alien soldiers flanking them, Sarina and Teir were marched through the airlock into the waiting shuttle. Standing beside Teir, Sarina tried to control her fear as the uniformed figures spoke in harsh, guttural tones.

A short time later, they entered Bdan’s spacecraft. Although Sarina quaked inside, Teir appeared unconcerned, his stride long and his shoulders squared. Dear God, Sarina thought, how did he remain so calm?

In reality, Teir was worried as hell. As they headed down a long, utilitarian corridor, he wondered what Bdan had in store for them. He needed time to give his escape plan a chance to hatch.

They approached a set of double doors that hissed silently open at their approach. The officer of the guard barked a few commands, and Teir indicated to Sarina that they were to enter. Better they should separate, he thought, so Bdan wouldn’t think she was his woman. Unable to explain his reasoning aloud, he strode past her, ignoring the look of surprise and dismay on her face.

“Well, if it isn’t my old friend,” Teir drawled, approaching the large figure seated on a dais. His peripheral vision assessed the number of attendants inside the chamber. The room was ringed with them.

The corpulent smuggler looked up from the naked slave girl he was fondling on his lap. She was humanoid and could have been obtained from any one of the pirate’s illegal raids on Coalition vessels. Teir tightened his mouth to repress his rage.

“Captain Reylock. A gr-r-reat pleasure it is to gr-r-reet you again.” Bdan’s beady eyes shifted to Sarina who’d followed close behind. “And you br-r-ring with you such a lovely companion.”

Sarina stiffened, not understanding his words but getting the gist of his meaning. Never had she seen a being so gross. With his bluish skin, hanging jowls, and large bulbous nose, Cerrus Bdan reminded her of an ugly bloodhound. Even the sounds coming out of his mouth were a mixture of grunts and snorts.

“She doesn’t understand you, Bdan,” Teir said. “The Earthwoman lacks the linguist patch.”

“Easily can we r-r-remedy that.” Bdan rumbled his r’s with a guttural tone that made him even more unattractive to Sarina. She tried to keep her expression neutral as he pushed away the slave girl and beckoned with his finger for her to approach.

At an almost imperceptible nod from Teir, Sarina moved slowly forward until she was close enough to the fat smuggler to smell his foul breath. She cringed as he ran a stubby finger along her cheek. Turning his head, Bdan snapped out an order. A short-legged attendant whom Sarina thought resembled a dachshund waddled out of the room.

She glanced fearfully around, surprised by the luxuriously decorated chamber. The silken drapes and plush furnishings were in
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