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        Kayo bought a female slave… and a world of trouble.

      

        

      
        Kayo never expected to buy a female slave when he went to town.

        Now, he needs to get through to her,

        All while keeping her safe from the men working on his property.

      

        

      
        Blue is the only light in his miserable life.

        He feels alive again, for the first time since the war.

        But he won’t touch her… not while he owns her.

      

        

      
        If he could buy Blue’s freedom for her, he would, but he’s broke.

        The mine is dry and his creditors will soon take everything he owns…

        Including Blue.

      

        

      
        Kayo can’t allow that.

        No matter what it takes, he will protect her.
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        * * *

      

      You can have it all…

      Freedom Mine is a steamy sci-fi romance with an enemy to lovers theme, intrigue, mystery, lies, honor, sacrifice, and a very happy-ever-after.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ALLI

      

      

      Alli shifted, unable to control her nervous energy. The man arguing with the slaver pointed at her. She shrank back, only to bump into one of the male slaves behind her. He grabbed her bottom again, reminding her that no place was safe. She lurched forward, not quite out of his reach. The shock cuffs cemented to the floor only gave so much room, but it was enough for the moment as the mounting argument at the front of the auction house drew everyone’s attention.

      “Do you think I’m stupid?” the man with the deep brown eyes said as he slammed his palm down against the desk, causing the slaver’s datapad to jump. Rage poured off of him like sweat off a slave, giving him an unpredictable air. He had to be at least late twenties, maybe early thirties, though clearly younger than the men who’d been ogling her outside when she’d been on display. The slight shadow of his stubble gave him a more ominous look. Or maybe it was how he glowered at the man.

      Without even knowing what they argued about, she found herself cheering for him. Anything that thwarted a slaver’s plans was fine by her.

      She’d seen many strong, young, handsome men over the years, though none that had ever held any appeal, especially since she’d never had a choice. The smart thing to do in this situation, in any situation, was to avert her eyes before drawing unwanted attention, but Alli couldn’t help herself. There was something different about this man that she couldn’t quite put her finger on, and it intrigued her. Why was he here and pointing at her?

      From the size of his biceps, he was used to hard work. He wore a basic pair of trousers and a plain blue shirt woven from a coarse fiber, nothing like the expensive flowing silks her past owners favored. Whoever he was, the man was no owner.

      He glanced her way, making eye contact for the first time. Her eyes trailed over his powerful arms to the hint of well-formed muscles pressing against his shirt, a shirt that hugged his form nicely, tapering at the waist, as if pointing lower. She couldn’t look there, not with his eyes on her.

      She let her eyes travel back to his face, which had grown darker, if that was possible. There was a hunger there, one she’d seen too many times. She should lower her eyes, but he wasn’t one of the rich Althirans who bought, sold, and used slaves as if they were farm animals, or in her case, a toy to be played with. He wasn’t here for her, though a part of her wished he was. Why did he keep staring at her? Given his build and clothing, he could almost be mistaken for a slave, but he walked around with an air that no slave dare have.

      What she’d thought was desire quickly transformed into a scowl, and it made her step back, as much as her tether would allow. She’d done nothing to warrant that anger now directed at her. Then again, she’d waited too long to lower her eyes. She corrected her error. This was not the place to cause trouble.

      “You’re charging extra for a contraceptive implant that’s she’s likely had for months,” he said as he leaned forward, towering over the slaver who sat there swinging a small ball on a rope despite how angry the man became. The slaver didn’t need to worry, not with a blaster at his side.

      “Settle down, Kayo. If you don’t want her, I’ll find someone else willing to pay the price. It’s as simple as that.”

      Please say no, please say no, she prayed, over and over in her head. She didn’t want the man, Kayo, to buy her. There was a darkness to him, an anger that would be directed at her the first time she stepped out of line. Eventually, she would step out of line with him as she’d done with each owner, as sure as the sun rose and set each day.

      Kayo glanced her way and she couldn’t help the slight pang of regret. Before she’d known he was haggling to buy her, she’d thought him handsome with his scruffy beard and deep brown eyes. But he was just another owner, one she’d already angered somehow. She’d been foolish to think that this stranger would somehow rescue her from this pitiful existence. She could count on no one except herself.

      “Fine,” Kayo said, his mouth tight.

      His eyes remained on her as the slaver said, “Sold.”

      Alli closed her eyes, listening to the familiar tap on a datapad as the slaver recorded the sale and transferred her chip’s code to the local grid. He’d bought her and there was nothing she could do about it, other than find a way to please him and stay alive. With all her might, she held back the tears. She needed to gather her wits, to learn as much about her new owner as fast as she could. The more she learned, the greater her odds of avoiding a beating, or worse.

      With a slight click, the ring on the floor retracted, releasing her tether. The burly handler, the tall red-headed guy who’d been overly grabby on her arrival, yanked on the tether hard, sending her a warning to behave as he pulled her behind him.

      “Take off her cuffs,” Kayo said as the handler led her past him.

      “You know the rules, Kayo,” the slaver said, motioning the handler to continue. “She stays bound until payment’s cleared and she’s in your landglider.”

      She couldn’t hear what her new owner mumbled under his breath as the handler led her outside into the bright sun. Tilting her face to the sun felt so good, reminding her of home. This planet wasn’t a desert planet like Medrio, but it wasn’t an ice planet either. Trees and mountains filled the distant landscape, with a fresh scent that told of a world not yet spoiled by industry. Probably a farm planet, with maybe a few ranches as well. Poorly constructed stores of wood, brick, and stone lined the dirt road that wound haphazardly in all directions with no sense of design in mind. This had to be one of the frontier towns she’d read about. Would being on a frontier planet make escape easier or harder?

      “Sit there,” the handler said as he shoved her into the back of a landglider. There were supplies stacked high on one side, all tethered to rings on the floor. He pushed her into a sitting position on one of the crates and leered at her. She lowered her eyes. His type liked power and pain. Resisting only resulted in wounds that took weeks to heal.

      Instead of tethering only her leg cuffs to the ring in the floor, the bastard tethered her wrist cuffs too, forcing her to bend over, leaving her face level with his crotch. She pulled on the cuffs as he closed the back to the landglider, throwing them into near darkness until he opened the vent above, allowing a sliver of sunlight to pour in.

      “Please, no,” she said, unable to keep the tears from falling as he unzipped his pants and freed himself.

      “Use any teeth and I’ll cut you. Now, open up.”

      She clamped her jaw shut until he yanked her hair back so violently that she screamed.

      Light flooded the back of the glider. Her new owner, Kayo, grabbed the handler and slammed him into the dirt. Fist after fist landed in the handler’s face, sending blood in all directions. Gasps and shouts filled the air as people watched Kayo pummel the handler. Two nearby men grabbed Kayo and shoved him up against a wall.

      Women and men alike pointed to her, their faces filled with disgust. They blamed her. Alli turned her eyes from the crowd though she’d done nothing wrong. If she could hold her head high, she would, but the tethers left her prone. Finding dignity or maintaining it often had to be done from within, which was hard at times. This was one of those times.

      “The first chance you get, you better cut him and run,” a man whispered to her from outside the glider. His blond hair swept across his long forehead in a way that reminded her of Fersith, her second owner. Unlike Fersith, this man had powerful arms and a trim body with mud on his pants and boots. A man who worked, again, unlike Fersith. Yet it was odd how he stood there, leaning into the landglider so casually, so unconcerned with the fact that a man had just been beaten and was still laying on the ground bleeding only a few feet away.

      “Kayo’s violent, and you won’t last long with him,” the man said.

      Two men still had Kayo pinned to the wall as they talked to him, trying to calm him. Kayo’s eyes found her and he stilled. She shivered from the sheer intensity of his stare, and not from the fact that she belonged to him now. It made no sense.

      “My name’s Garitt,” said the man leaning into the landglider. “I can help you escape Varkos, if you can get away from Kayo on your own. I can’t risk trespassing and getting caught on his property. He’s crazy, as you can see from the shape that handler’s in.”

      Given her present position, tethered, bent over, and unable to twist her body, she could only see the handler’s blood-splattered pants. The handler hadn’t moved. A few curse words from medics drifted toward her. Had her new owner killed the man with his bare hands? What would he do to her the first time she didn’t please him or outright disobeyed?

      “Don’t let Kayo see this,” Garitt said as he slipped something hard and cold under her thigh. “At least not until you need it. Go for the throat if you can, once he’s asleep. My property borders his, so you won’t have far to go when you escape.”

      Escape? Was that possible? So far, she’d seen eye scanners and chip scanners at the port, at the Auction House, and even as she entered the pen with the other slaves. This planet looked relatively untouched by industrialization, but they were on the grid and had the latest technology, at least when it came to tracking slaves in the Althiran Empire.

      “I have a string of eight wind turbines on my property, in two rows of four,” Garitt continued. She’d almost forgotten about him, her eyes still on her new owner as he shook hands with one of the men who’d pulled him off the handler. “You’ll see the turbines on your approach to Kayo’s. Good luck. You’ll need it. He’s a violent bastard.”

      Kayo strode toward the landglider at a fast clip. Steely eyes locked onto Garitt. “Get away from my glider, Garitt,” he shouted.

      “Just guarding it for you,” Garitt said. “You left it wide open. Anyone could have stolen anything out of the back, including your latest acquisition.” Garitt flashed her a weak smile. She wasn’t sure what to make of him, but clearly, his presence was enough to ensure her new owner stayed in a foul mood.

      Kayo shoved Garitt aside. “Stay away from her. You touch anything that’s mine, and you’ll be sharing a hospital room with that handler.”

      She’d been free once, seen as a person. Talked to as a person. She had mattered. Now she was property, an acquisition, piled inside and tethered to the floor of a landglider along with all the other purchases.

      Her fear rose as Garitt strolled away, leaving her with her owner. Would he accuse her of trading sex for favors with the handler? She hadn’t been trying to escape, but he might not see it that way.

      Kayo stepped into the rear of the glider and shut the door behind him. She remained locked to the floor, her head level with his crotch. Not much had changed.

      He opened the top vent fully, allowing fresh air and sunlight to stream in. The cool air washed over her heated skin, but it wasn’t enough to calm her nerves. Nothing would be, as trussed and trapped as she was.

      “Drekk,” Kayo cursed, his voice laced with a heaviness that she hadn’t expected. He bent down and opened the ring, releasing both the tethers to her hands and ankles at once. She straightened her posture, glad to sit up again.

      He reached for her cheek and brushed the tears away with the pad of his thumb. When she tried to lower her eyes, he gripped her chin, demanding she meet his eyes. It went against everything she’d been taught and learned over the years.

      “That won’t happen again. I promise,” he said. His voice held a softness, but she knew better than to be fooled by any sense of caring. Owners often started out nice while they were still enamored with their new playthings. That’s what made learning their likes and dislikes early on so critical. The more she kept them happy, the less they’d hurt her.

      “I’ve never had a problem with handlers moving a slave to my glider in the past,” Kayo said, a single finger gliding along her jaw before he wrenched his hand away. “I should have known it would be different with a woman.”

      For a moment, she thought she saw a softening in his eyes, but then he removed the shock cuffs, and his face tensed as he bagged the cuffs and tossed the bag into a compartment along the wall.

      “Come up front with me.” He squeezed through the narrow opening into the front compartment and slid into the pilot’s seat.

      She rose, carefully gripping the object under her thigh. From the feel of it, it was a knife with a retractable blade, small, easy to hide. No one had ever given her a knife, or any means with which to protect herself. She’d smile right now, but Kayo could turn and see her. She tucked the knife into her dress pocket. She’d have to keep her hand there as much as possible to hide the slight bulge.

      “Get up here already,” he shouted from the front.

      Alli raced through the opening and slid into the second seat. The moment she snapped the harness shut, the glider lifted straight up. There were a few gliders in the air approaching or leaving the small town, but nothing like the congestion of the cities on Farren 3. At least from the front, she could learn the topography and find Garitt’s property.

      “Damn thieves, the bunch of them,” Kayo said, still seething. “First, they tacked on additional charges for a contraceptive you already have, and then that piece of shit Barog assaulted you!”

      Kayo’s hands gripped the yoke so hard his knuckles turned white. Only now did she notice the bruising on his right hand and the blood splatter on his sleeve. Alli sank back into her seat as much as possible and remained silent. Hopefully, he’d calm down soon, before he realized she was at the center of all his trouble.

      He glanced her way, his eyes locking with hers. She froze, not sure if she should look away. Every owner had a different preference, and she knew nothing about Kayo, except that he protected his property. He’d protect her from others, but no one would protect her from him. Suddenly, the weight of the knife in her pocket felt right even as she averted her eyes.

      After a few minutes in the air, Alli glanced to her left. The farther they got from the town, the more her new owner relaxed. His jaw no longer clenched, and he released a long-held breath. Regardless, she wouldn’t risk speaking without permission. Stay alert, keep her eyes down, and her mouth in check. That last part was the hardest.

      Turbulence rocked the glider, and his hands flew over the nav panel, adjusting the craft’s speed and pitch. Alli peered out the window. She’d seen a lot of wind turbines from the moment they’d left town, but only in groups of two or three. Garitt said he had eight.

      The glider dropped suddenly, ten feet in under a second, and then lifted just as fast, as if it had bounced between jet streams. That’s when she spotted two rows of four wind turbines each. Garitt’s property. As they flew over, she could make out a farmhouse, a series of stables, a few smaller buildings, and the familiar site of pylons outlining a slave owner’s property. Those were the same all over the Empire.

      “Gets windy up here,” Kayo said as the glider descended.

      Garitt spoke the truth. She wouldn’t have to go far to reach his place, once she escaped Kayo. If she escaped Kayo. . ..

      Kayo set the glider down, and the familiar series of clacks indicative of treads lowering for land travel vibrated through the glider. With a final jerk, the treads snapped into place and they were moving on the ground. The road, if one could call it that, had its share of ruts that made the ride bumpy enough that the term glider no longer seemed appropriate. A slight laugh escaped her, nervous energy mostly, until she remembered where she was. She glanced up, to see if he’d noticed. Dark eyes turned away, the set of his jaw clear. She’d displeased him already. Her right hand rested on the knife pocket. She’d seen Kayo’s rage. Would the knife be enough when the moment came?

      Kayo cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean to be so brusque back there.”

      He had a nice voice, really, when he wasn’t angry. But he hadn’t asked her a question, so it was not her place to speak.

      Kayo returned his attention to the long, winding road. The familiar white pylons every few hundred feet marked his property. The landglider easily handled the transition to the grassy terrain. Already she could see the two entry pylons, with their green lights indicating a live fence. As she braced for the jolt in the back of her neck that would register her as they passed through the pylons, the landglider hit a particularly nasty rut, bouncing her in her seat. As she tightened her harness, the pylons caught her unprepared. The jolt made her yelp. She slapped her hands over her mouth, but her owner said nothing. Maybe the sound pleased him, a thought which made her shudder as she pictured how Harko liked to choke her during sex.

      “That was the last time you’ll be shocked,” Kayo said. “It was necessary, as part of the registration process.”

      He spoke to her as if she were a new slave, but she was far from new. It wouldn’t be the last time she’d get shocked, not as long as that damn chip rested against the top of her spine. He didn’t even have the decency to be truthful with her, that subsequent shocks were always worse than the first one.

      If she crossed the property line again, without Kayo entering the right codes to deactivate the pylons, she’d suffer more than a slight jolt. How high would he set the fence, enough to incapacitate or kill? Either way, she couldn’t simply walk through those pylons. She’d have to find the control panel and deactivate the fence. In all her years and all her attempts at doing just that, she’d never succeeded.

      “My place,” Kayo announced, pointing to the large house straight ahead.

      His property sat at the foot of a huge mountain. There’d be no escaping in that direction. Garitt’s property wasn’t far. By foot, she could make it in an hour. For now, she needed to bide her time. Kayo was pointing out the various structures, the last of which was a long, narrow building. Slave housing. At least it had a roof and windows.

      Three men were chopping wood to the side of the longhouse. As the landglider passed, they set their axes down and followed the glider to where Kayo finally stopped, next to what looked like stables at the far end of the compound. He shut down the glider and headed into the cargo hold. The moment he popped the back door, fresh, or not so fresh air, rushed in. Definitely stables.

      The glider dipped as the men stepped into the rear and began unloading the supplies.

      “No slaves this time, Boss?”

      “One. Up front,” Kayo said. He sounded pissed again. Alli tensed.

      A moment later, her door sprang up. Standing there, staring at her with wide eyes, was a man in his twenties with black hair, a thick beard cropped close to his face, and huge hands that could likely hold both of hers in one while he. . . She tried to shove those memories aside and focus on the present.

      The man holding the door open didn’t say anything, not with his mouth at least. The grin on his face said enough.

      Kayo grabbed the man and shoving him aside. “See to the supplies, Liet.”

      Her new owner unhooked her harness and motioned for her to follow. She fell in step behind him, catching a quick glance at the now five men staring at her. The one who’d opened her door looked rather dreamy-eyed, two wore scowls, one was blowing her suggestive kisses, and another one was making crude gestures with his hands.

      She glanced at the slave house. The structure could easily fit twenty. Maybe it was a blessing Kayo was taking her to the main house, assuming he intended to keep her for himself instead of giving her to the other slaves. Alli kept her hand over her pocket and waited for orders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KAYO

      

      

      Stupid, shortsighted, impulsive. He’d made a mistake buying her. That became clear the moment he’d seen the invoice. But it was the only way to get her. If he hadn’t paid the exorbitant fee upfront and she’d gone to auction, he never would have been able to compete with the other slave owners. He cringed at the title. They had him down as a slave owner, because like it or not, that’s what he was.

      Now, she stood in her dark gray smock that was little more than a grain sack with holes for her neck and arms, waiting for his orders. Hells, he’d seen prisoners wearing better clothing. He didn’t have any clothing for her, so she’d have to make the most out of the dress for now. At least they’d given her something to protect her feet, though wearing sandals on Varkos was as useful as mining with a spoon.

      She pushed the long locks of brown hair behind her ear, giving him a glimpse of her face before she lowered her head to stare at the ground, like an obedient slave. That simple action infuriated him.

      Who’d ever expect that asshole Dardan would have a female slave up for auction? That was a first. The way she’d looked at Kayo, rather the fact that she had looked at him, had shocked, confused, and driven all common sense from him. Slaves never met the eyes of non-slaves. It called too much attention, invited punishment, or worse. She had most definitely been looking right at him. And she hadn’t turned away when he’d noticed. That alone had decided her fate.

      This looking down at the ground needed to end. With two fingers, he tipped her head up. “You will look at me.”

      The auction house had been dim, as had the back of his glider, when he found that prick assaulting her. And he’d been distracted while piloting, adjusting for wind shear and thinking of what to say to put her at ease, to get a good look at her. He’d gone in intending to buy another slave, a male slave, to help in the mine.

      Now, in the light of day, he could see he’d bought more than a female slave. He’d bought trouble. Silky dark brown hair, bright blue eyes with a tinge of gold around the center, and a rather curvy figure. . .utterly gorgeous. There would be trouble when the men got a look at her. Hells, some already had.

      By nightfall, word would reach the men working in the mine. He’d have to be smart about how he integrated her into life here. What a fool he’d been to buy her, though he hadn’t exactly had a choice. If she’d gone to auction, someone like Garitt would have grabbed her up, or she could have been purchased by one of the pleasure houses at the port.

      Maybe if he left her in that grubby dress of hers, the men wouldn’t bother her. Yeah, that would mean he was a fool twice over, three times, for even having the thought. He couldn’t leave her like that. Gods, what was he going to do with her?

      “Follow me,” he said, barely able to get the word out without growling. He needed a drink.

      She stood outside of the landglider and didn’t move at his order. Not three minutes on the property and she was testing him. Strangely enough, that washed some of the stench of the day away. That fire he thought he’d seen in her was definitely there. Likely, she was either freshly enslaved or fairly new to the life. Either way, it would make his plans for her easier. The slaves that arrived here after too many years in the life had trouble adjusting.

      As he walked back to her, her eyes lowered and she fell in step behind him. No, not new. She knew her place, after all. Damn. With her trailing behind, he bounded up the steps of his porch and held the front door open for her. Her eyes tipped upward a moment, and then she entered. She waited inside the door, her eyes cast downward once again. Damn slavers.

      Kayo slammed the front door shut and headed straight for the liquor cabinet in the dining room. He poured himself a Cadgian brandy and took a deep swig. He hadn’t thought it would be this hard buying a woman. Every time he looked at her, he’d think about what she’d been through. He wasn’t sure he could handle that. He’d seen enough of it over the years, but this would be different. She’d be living here with him, in his house. He’d get to know her, and that would make everything he imagined a thousand times worse.

      He headed back into the hallway and found her still standing by the door, where he’d left her. Not new, he reminded himself. He hated that she continued looking down, awaiting orders. She wouldn’t talk to him either, not without permission. Hells, he’d bought himself a damn slave. No, he couldn’t think like that. He’d bought a woman, one who had the nerve to look him in the eye earlier, despite the danger. She had a fire in her, one he wanted to see again.

      “There are very few rules here.” Already he sounded like a slave owner. That was not how he’d pictured welcoming her. “Do your fair share, and we’ll get along fine. Do you have any skills?”

      She shook her head.

      “You can speak at will. In fact, you don’t need my permission for anything, but once you leave the property, you are subject to capture. You’re listed as my property, but that doesn’t mean someone won’t take you and try to resell you, or worse. Do you understand?”

      She nodded.

      “Look at me when I talk to you,” he said, wincing as he heard the order roll off his tongue.

      Her head lifted cautiously, but not completely submissive either. He’d been right about her.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, trying to remove the underlying anger that crept into his voice every time he bought a slave.

      She said nothing, but she lifted her chin and stared into his eyes, as if she could see the very fabric of his soul and was determined to defeat him. Something long dead in him stirred.

      He stepped into his office, away from her. He needed to breathe, to think. Whatever he was feeling for her was a lie, nothing more than sympathy for a woman who’d been enslaved by the Althirans.

      He’d train her with some skill she could use, and then in time let her go, like all the others. As Kayo re-entered the hallway, he took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and reminded himself of why he had bought her.

      Hell. . . She’d moved a whole two feet from the door, but she’d moved. Blue eyes caught him once more and that awful feeling returned, the one that reminded him he was in charge here and that she hated him because he’d bought her. Well, he wasn’t here to be liked, that was for damn sure. He had a job to do, and that now included getting her integrated into the routine.

      “Since you won’t give me your name, I’ll give you one.” She deserved a name worthy of her, at least until she offered him her own. Her eyes, a beautiful, bright blue, and filled with defiance, defined her spirit.

      “How about ‘Blue’?” Just like that, he’d done something he’d never done before, named a person as if she was his pet. This day kept getting worse and worse, but he had to call her something.

      She said nothing, didn’t even nod or shake her head this time. His stomach twisted. She didn’t care about a name. Why should she? He was just another slave owner to her, and she had more important things to worry about. Survival. She’d be analyzing everything he said and did, determining how to survive. She’d probably suffered worse than the indignation of someone naming her.

      “I know it’s not the most imaginative,” he said, feeling the need to apologize, “but I can’t spend all day sitting around here waiting for you to tell me your name. You’ll give it when you’re ready.” That certainly hadn’t come out right, either. Had he always been so tongue-tied, more like brain tied, around women, or was it only around her?

      Kayo took the steps that led to the attic three at a time, wanting nothing more than to get away from her and those beautiful blue eyes that despised him.

      “Let’s go, Blue,” he called down to her, even as her eyes scrutinized the narrow staircase.

      She probably thought it was a punishment room. He should give her the lecture, but he needed to get away from her as soon as possible. At least the attic would give her privacy.

      He hadn’t even thought through where he would put her. Hells, he had gone to town for supplies, and maybe another male slave to work the mine, but certainly not a woman!

      The moment he pushed open the banged-up attic door, his pulse raced. He forced himself to reach in and hit the control panel. Light flooded the attic. He hadn’t been up here in years and probably should have sent someone up long ago to clear out the old, useless furniture and boxes of who knows what, but there was always more important work to be done elsewhere on the property.

      “You’ll sleep here,” he said, motioning her in.

      She squeezed past him and entered the dusty attic. If he read her correctly, she had a thousand questions but feared opening her mouth.

      The moment he stepped into the small room, sweat formed on his brow. Lightheaded, he reached for the doorjamb to brace himself.

      “Cleaning supplies. Bathroom downstairs.” He barely forced the words out as he raced out of the room, slammed the door shut, and fell back against the door for support. His lungs filled with air and his vision cleared, though the brief panic attack left him feeling antsy.

      Kayo bounded down the stairs in search of a bottle. Despite the stacks of dishes everywhere in the kitchen, he had no trouble spotting the near-empty bottle by the sink. Not enough to get stinking drunk, but it would do.

      “What’s this about?” Kayo asked as he slipped out the front door with a bottle in his hand. A group of men was waiting for him, and from the expression on their faces, they weren’t going to let him drink in peace.

      Anger, betrayal. Their faces said it all. They’d seen Blue, and they knew better than most what it had cost to buy her. Women were scarce, especially in the auctions. That drove the price up five, six, even seven times the cost of a male slave. And these men had been waiting a long time for him to fulfill his promise.

      “Thought you went in for supplies and another pair of hands to help in the mine,” Diggs said, his arms crossed over his wide chest. Fresh off a shift, he was covered in sweat and dust from the mine. Runner or Liet must have spread the word before he’d had a chance to talk to them.

      “Got the supplies,” Kayo said.

      “And a little something extra too,” Runner said.

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t exactly plan that part.”

      “Got a birthday coming up, Kayo? Don’t know why else you’d be treating yourself with such a fine present.”

      Kayo glared at Diggs. The brawny man was only saying what the others were thinking, but he wasn’t challenging him, at least not yet.

      Kayo slammed the bottle down on the small table between the two chairs. “It’s none of your business how I run things here, and if you have anything more to say on the subject, you know where the pylons are. Cross over anytime, but if you’re staying, either get back to work or get cleaned up and get some rest if you’re off shift. Is that clear?”

      Yeah, he’d fucked up by buying Blue, but he couldn’t tell them that. Without waiting to hear more complaints, he walked back into the house. Ten days, maybe twelve, that’s how long before the money ran out. Damn! He’d left the bottle outside.

      Kayo turned back toward the kitchen, hoping to find another. Jace was sitting at the table, waiting for him.

      “Drekk, Jace, not you too.”

      “They have a right to be worried,” Jace said.

      “Before you jump down my throat, think about what you would have done.”

      Kayo searched under the dirty dish rags and behind the piles of dishes. No bottles. Damn.

      “Drink’s right here,” Jace said, indicating a cup at the table. He wasn’t going to let this go.

      Kayo slumped into the chair and took a swig from the cup. He nearly spewed the drink out. Laja root, a poor man’s coffee, and not what he needed right now.

      “You’re too impulsive,” Jace said.

      “I couldn’t leave her.”

      “Is she as beautiful as Liet says? Dark hair and blue eyes with long legs that can wrap around someone even Masher’s size?”

      Kayo’s eyes shot up at his friend. “You’re not to touch her.” His words had come out with more fervor than he’d expected, and he couldn’t blame the laja root.

      Jace held up his hands, palms out. “You know I won’t. Not unless she wants it.”

      Rage boiled to the surface, focused at Jace no less. His friend wouldn’t hurt a fly, not unless pushed, but Kayo didn’t want anyone touching Blue, even if she gave permission. Permission meant nothing right now, not with her state of mind. She didn’t know she had choices.

      “She’s off-limits. Even if she gives permission. Make sure the men know it as well.”

      “I’ll tell them, but seriously, Kayo, what were you thinking? I mean, we could use another set of hands in the mine, but a woman? She’ll be a distraction up there.”

      It had never occurred to him to send her to work in the mine. He’d gone looking for someone as big as Masher and had come back with someone curvy and soft, a woman.

      “I’ll think of something.”

      “She’ll run,” Jace said, dumping his laja into the sink. “First chance she gets.”

      “Of course she will, but she won’t get far.”

      Kayo heard the slight creek and his eyes shifted to the back staircase. She was up there, on the middle landing, listening. He couldn’t help his grin. Not a compliant slave, after all. Good. He could work with that.

      Jace lifted a brow. He’d heard her as well. “Second shift is starting. I’ll talk with you later.”

      Kayo headed out as well, not only to give her a chance to return to the attic ‘undiscovered’ but to give himself time to think of a way out of the mess he’d created. He’d spent over three thousand parchas on her, five months’ worth of food and supplies. What had he been thinking?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ALLI

      

      

      Alli snuck back into the attic, quietly shutting the door behind her. If her owner caught her eavesdropping, he’d punish her for sure. She often wondered if her defiance was worth the risk. Certainly, she never thought so when she got punished, but she’d seen too many slaves walking around with that vacant look in their eyes. She didn’t want to be one of them, not when there was always a chance she’d escape and find her way back to Medrio, where she’d been free.

      As far as a place to sleep, the attic space, though dusty and gloomy in appearance, offered her privacy, even a sense of—dare she say it?—freedom. She hadn’t had something to herself, especially a room, for a long time.

      Once she’d swept, dusted, and tidied up the room, the place didn’t look half bad. She’d used the kekko-eaten sheets and some old papers to create a bed of sorts on the floor by the dresser. Unfortunately, the drawers had been empty. Unless the temperature dropped significantly, she’d be comfortable enough. She’d had worse. At least she was alone, and not bunking with the male slaves.

      Her eyes wandered to the deadbolt on the door once again. Dare she? Her fingers turned the lock, the hollow sound of the click going through her. He’d be mad if he came for her in the middle of the night and couldn’t get in. He’d told his friend that she was off-limits to him and the other men, which was a relief, but that still left him. He was the one who bought her.

      She often wondered if being owned by a handsome man such as Kayo would make her role easier to accept. Now she knew. It didn’t. She’d have to find that special place she went to in her mind when the time came.

      Alli unlocked the door. The lock would only delay the inevitable and bring on his wrath.

      As she sank to the sheets on the floor, a worse thought occurred to her. What if he was like Harko and liked to strike or choke her while he used her? If Kayo was anything like Harko, he would make sure she remembered every awful minute. From what she’d seen of her new owner, he could inflict a lot of pain and damage.

      She was getting ahead of herself. Kayo hadn’t hurt her yet, and maybe he never would. Despite his rage, he didn’t scare her. If he was like Harko, well, she’d have to focus harder, overcome the fear until her mind drifted away in a sea of nothingness.

      The attic held its fair share of dust and cobwebs, along with abandoned belongings. An old dresser with one missing drawer, several crates filled with old dishes, and one xaro board that she dug out from one of the crates.

      She sank into the makeshift bedding and counted the strings on the xaro board. She’d always wanted to learn an instrument, but even dreaming of that was a waste of time and energy. She wasn’t staying. The moment Kayo left her alone in the house, she’d search for the security system control panel. Alli laid her head down and closed her eyes. There was nothing left to do until then, except rest and dream of home.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        KAYO

      

      

      By the time Kayo reached the attic, he knew how he’d handle Blue. Not the same as how he’d dealt with the men when they had arrived, that was for damn sure. He had laid down the rules and showed them the mine. The choice had been theirs, but their situation had been obvious to them. Only two had fled over the years, and one had returned months later when he realized he could not escape Varkos with his chip still showing slave status. Blue was more suspicious than most.

      He’d give her the same speech, but unlike the men, who had one another to act as mentors and friends, she had no one. He’d seen the way the men followed her with their eyes narrowed, mouths quirked, and tongues licking lips. He could picture every lascivious thought in their heads. She had no reason to trust them. . . or him.

      He knocked on her door, which swung open from the force. Kayo peered inside, well aware of the tight space.

      “Blue, are you in here?” He edged the door open farther, enough to see her fast asleep, or pretending to be asleep, on a pile of ragged blankets and paper.

      She’d built a nest for herself. A damn nest, like a rat. Kayo took a deep breath and forced the rage down. He hadn’t been this unsettled in a long time, and it was all because of her.

      “Blue?” he said, louder. He wasn’t stepping in there again. “Blue!”

      She jolted upright, her beautiful blue eyes filled with fear and her face pale as if she hadn’t seen sunlight in ages.

      “Hells.” He released his breath. Of course, she was disoriented, her first time waking up in a new place. She was likely exhausted too, given the day she’d had. Arriving on a new planet after countless hours shoved in a cargo hold with other slaves like cattle, only to be put on display, groped, fondled, and sold. She needed time to rest and acclimate, but she had to know why she was here as well.

      “Sorry. I was just trying to wake you.”

      She blinked. Fear. . . confusion. Her face showed every emotion when her guard was down. In those few seconds, before she had remembered where she was, a peace had graced her lovely face. Would he ever see that look again?

      “Follow me.”

      She followed, ever obedient, damn it. Fear once again filled her eyes. Beautiful blue eyes that he could gaze into forever, if he were so inclined. She was nothing to him, though. Merely another slave. He’d had a moment of weakness at the auction house and now he had to figure out what to do with her.

      The sun was already setting. He wanted to show her around before the second shift returned which meant more men staring at her, expecting answers he didn’t have. That was no way to ease her into life here.

      Fortunately, she followed him down the steps so he didn’t have to go into the attic again. They made it past the longhouse without running into any of the men.

      When they reached the road that led out, Kayo turned to face her. Her expression remained guarded. His fingertips slowly glide down her arm, along the shapely contour of her elbow, then her forearm. She felt so soft and smelled sweeter than hecka drops, but she tensed at his touch. It was going to be hard keeping his hands off of her, but he had to. She’d never trust him if he kept touching her.

      His hand fell away, earning him a slight tilt of her head. “This is the speech I give all the men, I mean workers here. If you have any questions, speak up. No need to wait until I’m done. I prefer honesty to manners, though I don’t mind manners. They’re not a priority with me, that’s all.”

      Gods, he was fumbling like an untried schoolboy and this certainly wasn’t a date, nor was it the speech he gave the newcomers. This was one lone woman who managed to turn his world upside down without trying to!

      He took a deep breath, forcing himself to focus. “My name’s Kayo. Probably should have told you that in the landglider, but I wasn’t thinking straight at the time, so that’s on me. Anyway, everyone here on my property is free, including you.”

      No change in her expression. He found himself staring at her arm and he rubbed his forefinger and thumb against one another, to keep from touching her.

      “I’m not a wealthy man by any means, but what profits I make from the mine are poured into paying for slaves at auction and bringing them here. I’m not great with managing my money, and that’s no secret, which is why there are so many men here at the moment. They still have slave status.”

      Her eyes drifted to her arm, where he’d been glancing. She pulled her arms behind her to hide from him. That made him focus on her face once more, or rather her forehead since she’d lowered her head. He took a long, calming breath and continued.

      “When the mine produces, I buy freedom status for as many men as I can. And we usually have a party too.” He smiled thinking of those small celebrations that meant a lot to him.

      Not even a snicker of disbelief, the usual reply he received from the men. He hoped she was listening.

      “It’s a first-arrive first-leave basis here. That means the next person I buy freedom status for is whoever’s been here the longest. That’s Masher at this point. The problem is we’ve hit a dry spell. Nothing coming out of the mine at this point, which means no money to pay for Masher’s freedom status. But he’s next up. Eventually, you’ll have your freedom, Blue. That means a legal upgrade to your chip, showing you’re free. Are you following what I’m saying?”

      She nodded. She was listening, but she doubted everything he said, they all did when they first arrived here. All he could do was lay it out there for her and hope she’d believe him, eventually.

      “I don’t force anybody to work, but I make it clear that if they don’t do their share, well, they drop to the bottom of the list. It wouldn’t be fair otherwise. And everyone works here, including me, because there’s no other way to earn the money to pay for their freedom.”

      She shifted from foot to foot. Gods, he hated the first days of having a new slave. Too much tension and suspicion perverted every move, every action he’d take until she had a chance to get to know him. It had been the same with each of the men. As the only woman here, though, she’d be more suspicious than any of the men had ever been.

      “Bottom line, you stay as long as you want, but if you stay, you work to help pay for your own freedom and the next guy I see at auction. It’s a group effort and you’re either part of the group or you’re not. Simple as that.”

      He finished his speech, glad to be through it. Sooner or later, she’d ask the other slaves for the truth. Male, female, it didn’t matter. When it came to learning the rules and routines of any owner, the slaves tended to deal straight with one another about their common enemy, the owner.

      Owner.

      Gods, after all these years, the words still twisted his insides.

      He walked to the edge of the property, motioning her to follow. The green lights on top of the entry pylons scared her from getting too close. Once a slave entered the property of registry, they couldn’t leave again unless the pylon lights were red, indicating they’d been deactivated. Only the owner’s code could deactivate the pylons for a slave to exit. That’s what kept slaves from escaping Varkos and other planets in the Althiran Empire, that and the retina and chip scanners at every port. The Althirans were nothing if not protective of their property, the bastards.

      Kayo stepped through the pylons. “These two pylons won’t zap you again, even though they’re green. The other pylons around the property will, and they’re set at the highest level, high enough to kill if you get trapped in the field. Varkos may look like a backward planet, and perhaps it is, but the Varkosans are very strict when it comes to obeying Althiran law here. If you ever decide to run for it, go through the main pylons only.”

      Her hand went to the back of her neck.

      He frowned, remembering not only the pain she’d felt upon entering but the sense of hopelessness he’d seen on her face.

      “I know the system zapped you when you entered, but it was necessary, to ensure you are fully registered as my property. That’s the last time you’ll be zapped, Blue, I promise.”

      He sighed. His promises meant nothing to her. All he could do was forge ahead and hope that some of what he said would sink in.

      “I had a hacker modify this section. Damn thief charged me nearly a year’s income, but it was the best I could do. The point is, the pylons still register the entry of any slave I buy, to finalize the sale and ensure that no one can legally challenge my ownership.” When he stepped toward her, blue eyes grew wide with trepidation, but she stood her ground.

      “You’re free to come and go,” he said in a softer voice, trying to get through to her. “I know you’re registered as mine, but that’s a formality until I can change your chip status. Which reminds me, don’t even think of trying to cut that chip out. Without the proper tool, you risk paralysis and death.

      If by some miracle you get it out without injuring yourself, the drones will get you. They home in on people that have heat signatures but no accompanying signal from a chip.

      “If you want to leave, you can, but don’t try to remove that chip. I won’t track you either. You’re free to go. The lights on the pylons will remain green at all times, to keep up appearances, but your chip won’t shock you.”

      He held a hand out to her, to join him beyond the property line, but she shook her head and backed up a step.

      “Fine,” he said, harsher than necessary. “There and there.” He pointed to the right and left of the mountain behind his house. “Those are the property lines. Garitt—the man I caught hanging near my glider this morning—his property borders mine on that side. If you leave, stay clear of Garitt. He’s trouble. The other direction is a young couple, Fala and Yinnard. He has a shoot-first mentality, which I’m guessing is because he has a wife and women are scarce out here. If you decide to run, that direction is probably best. I’m guessing he wouldn’t shoot another woman on sight as he would a man.”

      He stepped in front of her again, and her eyes drifted toward the ground. “Look at me, Blue.”

      Blue eyes shot up at him, confusion mixing with fear. He took a deep breath.

      “Remember how I said honesty matters more than manners? I’m going to apologize in advance, but this is the only way I know how to prove this to you.”

      Kayo threw her over his shoulder and sprinted toward the entry pylons.
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        ALLI

      

      

      Alli screamed, not because he tossed her over his shoulder like a sack of flour, but because he was running toward the green-lit pylons, the very live pylons. He’d char her from the inside. She’d seen it happen once, and it was a very violent way to die.

      “No! I’ll behave!” she screamed as he sailed through the pylons.

      They crossed the invisible barrier. Nothing happened, except he set her down on her feet, outside the property line.

      She rubbed the back of her neck, not that she could feel the chip embedded at the top of her spine. She hadn’t felt anything, not a shock, not even a minor vibration which was the lowest setting she’d ever experienced from a fence. She looked at the pylons again. They were green.

      “Like I said, these will show green at all times,” he said, panting slightly, no doubt from having run with her on his shoulder the entire way.

      She’d felt an odd tingle where he’d touched her arm earlier and now this, that strange exhilaration in his eyes. She should avert her eyes, not let them linger on his handsome face, noticing how the corners of his mouth kicked up with a hopeful glint in his eyes.

      “You see, Blue,” he said, still a bit out of breath. “You can leave anytime.”

      His smile turned cautious, as if he were losing confidence, which made no sense. He held all the control here. She’d seen owners play games with their slaves, telling them they were free only to chase them down, turning them into prey to be hunted.

      “Can you say something? Anything?” He scratched the back of his head, messing up his hair. She almost chuckled at how lost he looked, like a small, innocent boy and not a hardened slave owner.

      “I mean, I know you can speak. I heard you clear enough back there, but I’d like to get to know you, Blue, and it’s kind of hard when you don’t say anything.”

      He waited patiently, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak. What would she say anyway? That her mind was spinning, trying to figure out what game he was up to?

      Kayo sighed. “Let’s go. We’re wasting my time out here, and I have plenty of stuff to do at the house.”

      “If I’m truly free, then I can leave right now?” she asked, hoping he wouldn’t beat her. He’d been trying to get her to talk for a while now, but what if he didn’t like her question or the way she’d asked it?

      A tenuous smile crossed his face. It was rather a nice smile, lifting his eyes, making him seem younger, more alive. All in all, a nice smile. . . for an owner. She found herself relaxing a bit, though that was dangerous.

      “You can leave any time, but I’m hoping you’ll give me a chance,” he said, baiting her, tempting her to run. And yet his face didn’t twist with perversion as her former owners had when they’d pretended to be fair-minded men.

      “What will happen. . . if I leave, right now?” Why was she still speaking to him? She had no desire to speak with him, not really, and certainly not because she liked it when he smiled. She should lower her head, avert her eyes, submit before he hurt her.

      His face lit with another smile, though it was not as full as when he’d set her down outside the pylons.

      “You’ll be caught eventually, though not by me or my people. We won’t come looking for you. Leaving and returning has to be your choice. But sooner or later, someone will take you. If you get as far as the port and attempt to board a transport off Varkos, you’ll be scanned.

      “You’re in the Althiran Empire, Blue. Anyone with cause to question your freedom can scan you at any time. And dressed like that. . .” His eyes traveled the length of her, though his gaze didn’t linger on any one part of her. Instead, his attention settled on her face, as if she were a person, an equal.

      She nearly laughed out loud at that thought.

      “You’d be scanned before you ever got near a transport or even a shop to buy new clothes, if you had the money to do so, which I know you don’t. Unless you have the means to upgrade your status, it’s only a matter of time before someone scans you. And once you’re
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