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Being an escort to a mysterious stranger
was fine until her arch-enemy put a price on her beauty and
destroyed it. Trapped in a skin marked by violence, she either has
to give up or get up.

 


 


Heraina worked in the Z-Corp marketing
department. When the scientists had an idea, it was up to her team
to package it and make it saleable... and irresistible. In her off
hours she keeps busy by joining the ranks of the Blind Date
Corporation.

Her time at the corporation went
well, and she had one patron in particular who seemed to enjoy her
company. What she didn’t know was that others knew of his obsession
and decided to make an example of her.

Waking up in hospital with
wounds that couldn’t heal, she fought for the recovery she could
achieve. By the time treatment resumed, she had switched careers,
changed her personal style, and nursed the rage inside her. Her
patron found a very different woman, and he liked it. He understood
rage.
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Chapter One

 


 


Heraina gathered the tablets from the
meeting and watched Dr. Krizt and Arcady return to their lab. The
tech on offer today had been the implants that Arcady was sporting.
The bidding had been extensive, but the good doctor had been
specific as to how sensitive the tech was to a good match. Heraina
Tender had done her job and gone over pricing specifics, lead times
approved by the doctor, and genetic prerequisites for optimal
performance.

She put the tablets in a sealed
metal box and sent them to IT for scrubbing. It was amazing how
many clients tried to slip listening devices into the offices.

Hera locked up the boardroom and
headed for the scrubber to make sure that none of the hands
pinching and patting her had left a tracker behind.

She jolted to a halt when Misker
stepped out in front of her. Hera looked at the hero, and she felt
ill. “Pardon me, Defender Misker.”

He smiled. “Ah, Heraina. It is
so good to see you. You always brighten my day.”

She smiled. “I suppose that is
nice. You are here to check on something?” She glanced over, and
his guide was looking nervous.

“Yes, but you seem to be doing
well, so my curiosity is satisfied.” His golden good looks made him
very popular with the public, but his smarmy obsession with her
made her a little ill. “Do you have a date tonight?”

She shook her head. “No, just an
ordinary Thursday.”

“Would you go to dinner with
me?”

She paused. “I don’t think that
would be wise, Defender. I am not in a position to socially seek
out our clients.”

Fury flashed across his features
and rapidly masked with his normally pleasant air. “I see. So, I
have to wait until you are no longer employed by Z-Corp to have a
date?”

She looked at him warily. “That
is a threat?”

“No, Heraina. Just an
observation.” His smile said it had been a threat.

She nodded. “Please, excuse me.
I need to head to my office.”

“Let’s walk you there. You don’t
mind, do you?” he asked the guide.

The young woman looked helpless
and simply nodded.

They were a few dozen feet down
the hall when Arcady rushed up and said, “Hera, can I borrow you
for a minute? Krizt had a thought and needs a second opinion as to
marketability.”

Heraina knew a rescue when she
saw one. “Sure. Um, Defender Misker, I am sure that you will be
fine without me. Have a wonderful day.”

He gripped her arm. “I hope to
see you again soon, Heraina.”

“Until our next meeting,
Defender Misker.” She eased away from him, and Arcady grabbed her
other arm, hauling her away.

They rushed to the elevator and
descended to the lab level. Arcady opened her mouth, and Hera shook
her head. When they arrived at the lab level, Hera stuck herself in
the scrubber and felt the pops of the trackers and listening
devices all over her body as they exploded. The one on her arm
wasn’t a surprise. He had done it before.

When she had passed a few scans,
she exhaled and walked up to Arcady. “Thanks for the save. He keeps
finding excuses to seek me out.”

“Was he threatening you?”

“Uh, he was very particular to
do it vaguely.”

“Uh-huh. Zera has been blocking
his acceptance as a patron. Well, Zera and me. He has way too many
stalker vibes.”

“Yeah, and he put a tracker on
my arm. I really don’t want him to follow me home.” She
shivered.

“Do you have a date
tonight?”

Hera nodded. “I do. He’s going
to be watching.” She swallowed. “I don’t know if I can leave the
building.”

Arcady frowned. “It’s that
bad?”

“Yeah. I have been seeing him at
the grocery store, the gas station, and at the coffee shop down the
street.” She swallowed.

“And the peacekeepers won’t do
anything against a defender that hasn’t actually acted out. And if
he does, I have to survive it and lay charges actually to punish
him for anything. Even then, I have to get folks to believe
me.”

Arcady murmured, “We believe
you. When is your date?”

“Two hours from now. At least I
am getting dinner with him.”

“Your regular?”

“Yeah. I have been exclusive to
him for two months. Three dates a week.”

Arcady laughed. “How is your
birth control?”

“Firmly in place.” She grinned
as they walked into the secured area and scanned for devices at
each set of doors. It was amazing how a few minutes with Arcady
lightened the spirit. She always knew what folks around her needed
exactly.

They sat and had coffee in the
inner office while Krizt was busy plotting the next alteration to
Arcady’s body. Next to the Blind Date offices, it was the safest
place in the building.

It was what she needed
exactly.

 


Heraina went through the
pre-date prep and dressed in an evening gown, makeup, and her mask
with her hair up in the requested twist.

Arcady had stayed with her and
chatted during the entire prep.

In a break from protocol,
Heraina settled in her transport, two others were sent out ahead of
her in two different directions, with her vehicle leaving after
that, and another decoy from the BDC was behind her. She leaned
back in her seat, and her blood chilled as she saw Misker walking
away from the spot he had stalked out of and following one of the
other vehicles, and he took flight to follow one of the vehicles.
She didn’t exhale in a loud manner, just remained quiet and on her
way to her hotel. Misker could hear loud, sudden sounds. He had
once gone on full alert when someone dropped a coffee mug, eyes
glowing, hands in fists, and energy crackling around him. He had
looked unhinged, but he had fought himself back to normalcy. At
that point, he touched her cheek and smiled. “No one will get near
you, Heraina.”

That was the point she knew that
he was obsessed and fixated. She had gone to management, but no one
could stop him from checking in on defender projects. They just
watched him when he was in the facility. Zera was pissed, but she
had to let him in. He was part of the development contract.

When they neared the hotel, she
licked her lips and concentrated on calming herself. Patron liked
her to start calm. If she got worked up, that would be his to take
credit for.

The transport vehicle glided to
a halt, and the door opened. She got out and glided across the
sidewalk and to the main doors. They opened, and she read the hotel
room number on her display.

She moved to the elevator and
headed up to the sixteenth floor. The display showed her the room,
and she glided to the door. It swung open, and the familiar outline
and heat pattern of her patron was waiting for her. “Welcome,
Aksalla Nineteen.”

She descended into a deep
curtsy. “Thank you for the welcome, Patron.”

She waited there until he lifted
her to her feet. His kiss was sweet and dark, just the tiniest bit
of ferocity, with his teeth threatening to bite her lip.

He was built like a human. A
tall human that worked out a lot. She pressed against him and ran
her hands up his chest.

He lifted his head. “There is
fear on your body.”

“Not for you, Patron. Never you.
I saw something that frightened me on the way here. I can take a
shower and prove it, Patron.”

“No, I don’t want to waste time
with that, but you will need to tell me what frightened you.”

She smiled and cuddled up to
him. She shook her head. “It is part of my other life.”

“You are scared in your other
life?” His tone was rough. “Why didn’t I know about this?”

She slid a hand down to the
front of his trousers, “I am not supposed to mention anything that
could ease the connection between me, the date, and me, the other
person.”

He sighed and eased her hand
away. “Nineteen, you know I don’t like to start with
aggression.”

“Yes, Patron, you like to ease
into things to maintain control.”

“Today, I need the control more
than ever.” He kissed her neck, and she shivered and leaned into
him as his tongue swirled and he sucked at her skin.

She trembled. “Extra penalties
for hickeys.”

He grinned and laughed. “Then I
had better make it worth my while.”

He wrapped his arms around her
and lifted her high, carrying her into the bedroom. “I love this
outfit on you.”

She smiled as he set her on her
feet and slid the tiny straps off her shoulders, exposing her torso
to his gaze, and his body got hotter when her breasts were
displayed. He thudded to his knees and pressed his head to the
centre of her chest. She wrapped her arms around his head and hung
on. He had her for the next four hours, and he was very good at
making precise use of his time.

 


Nineteen kissed her patron
before she left. He was grinning at her with his arm tucked behind
his head. “I will see you in a few days.”

She chuckled at the aches and
pains in her body. “Thank you for the break, Patron.”

He laughed. “You know I take it
easy on you, right?”

“Yes, Patron. My active level
isn’t really suited for your strength level, but you must have been
fast-talking to get management to let you have me.”

He stroked her thigh. “It took
six weeks, but when I knew your stats, I knew you were the one. I
didn’t give up.”

She smiled. “Thank you for not
giving up.”

She leaned in and kissed him
until her final alarm told her to leave. He caressed her neck and
held her lightly. She pulled back and made a soft sound when he
held her. “I have to go, Patron.”

He sighed. “Until the next
date.”

She grinned and stood, walking
away from the man on the bed. The best part of her day, week, even
life. There is no way she would miss a date with him.

She left the room a moment
before the security bot would have crashed in, and it escorted her
back to the transport it had called. Her body was happily glowing
as she was taken back to the base to change back into her normal
clothes.

Heraina was smiling as she got
into her vehicle and prepared to drive home.

The cool shot of the injector
made her squeak. She was paralyzed, and an oily whisper sounded in
her ear. “I really wanted you to react fully to this, but I hear
that your kind has sensors. So, if you don’t feel pain, you won’t
trip an alarm. How delightful to do this all in silence.”

Heraina froze when the clawed
hand appeared in front of her face and began a slow stroke from
forehead to jaw. Heraina smelled blood, but her body was numb and
only breathing in reflex. The cutting continued, and the scent of
blood grew heavier.

 


* * * *

 


The guard did his rounds near three in
the morning. There was a vehicle in the staff parking that
shouldn’t be there.

He circled it and flared his
light by the driver’s door. The slow drip of blood was definitely
bad.

He looked in the window with his
light and saw the pale skin streaked with blood. He stepped back
and called an ambulance, and then he called management.

He got a back board from the
emergency station and hauled it over to the car. He opened the car
door, and the victim was buckled in, but the belt had been
shredded. He took scans and cut her free, dropping her to the
backboard, and then the ambulance rolled up. The woman was
unresponsive, and her entire body had been carved up.

Most of her blood was in the
car, and her body was cold. When her fingers started twitching, the
guard was horrified. She wasn’t dead. “She’s not dead. And if she
isn’t dead, she’s feeling this. Goddamnit!”

The ambulance crew got an IV
into a vein, a bag went up, and the injection went into the
port.

The EMTs asked him, “Do you know
her name?”

He reached into the car and got
her purse. Her company identification was clipped. “Heraina Tender.
Arguably the most beautiful woman in Aksalla. Management has sent a
message. Spare no expense. Pass that on to the hospital, but some
of our researchers are on their way.”

She started to cry softly, and
they got her into the ambulance, and if she was lucky, treatment
had arrived in time.

The guard called the
peacekeepers, and they arrived to sniff around the crime scene. He
forwarded the images he had taken during the extraction, and one of
the sniffers noticed something. “She was paralyzed. It’s in her
blood. It is fucking strong.”

He kept looking around and
raised his head. “This is familiar. It is really familiar.”

Another sniffer came by.
“Corienthe. That bastard hasn’t been back to the city in
years.”

They looked at each other and
then at the guard. “Do you have security footage?”

“Always. Come with me.”

With the crime scene
investigators swarming around the vehicle for clues, the guard took
the officers down to the monitor area, and they got copies of the
different angles until one finally showed the killer coming in
while talking on the com to someone.

The guard forwarded all of the
information to management. They were going to need their own
investigation. Ms. Tender was beautiful, sweet, and excellent at
her job. An attack on premises wasn’t something that would just be
ignored.

The guard got all the
information that had been gathered and forwarded it to the
defenders, the peacekeepers, and the agents. All of the different
branches needed to know what was going on. If a serial killer was
back in Aksalla, everyone needed to know.


Chapter Two

 


 


Hera woke up covered in bandages, and
tiny staples held her skin closed. That wasn’t good. Her mouth felt
heavy and stiff. That wasn’t good.

Her hospital room was sterile
and empty of all traces of visitors. Of course. None of her family
could visit.

The door opened, and a familiar
face was inside the pressurized contamination suit. She swallowed
and slowly said, “Hiya, Arcady.”

Arcady stared. “You are
awake?”

“Yup.”

“You shouldn’t be awake
yet.”

“I was awake when this was
happening, so why not be awake now?” It took effort to form the
words. She remembered her lips being traced with the blade.

“We dumped half of Khytten’s
daily efforts into you, and it just slowed the bleeding.”

“I know. Nanites, right? They
are attaching to anything organic.”

“How did you know?”

“No flowers. You and Zera send
flowers for everything. It was an easy guess that something must
attach to organic material, like me.”

“Krizt is working on it around
the clock.”

“Around... how long have I been
here?”

“We are on day five.”

She blinked and then swallowed.
“Can you tell my patron I am sorry?”

“It was done on day one. He was
notified that Nineteen had an accident.

Hera nodded her head slowly.
“Right. Of course. So, the nanites are holding my skin open?”

“How do you know that?”

“Staples, not stitches, and
Khytten’s milk can’t heal me. That means tech versus biology, and
the tech is more aggressive.”

“So, you know what we have to
do.”

“Disable the tech, flush it, and
then the healing is possible. To do that, you are going to need the
source.”

Arcady’s eyes welled with tears.
“I am so sorry this happened to you.”

“Oh, it didn’t just happen. The
bastard told me he had been paid to do it; he had just done it
early by one day. He really wanted to play in the city, and the
original plan had not been for him to get away. I was going to be
rescued, but he didn’t like that idea, so he came for me
early.”

Arcady staggered backward. “How
can we prove that?”

“Get a reader in here fast to
make a copy of what I remember because something is smoothing out
the sharp edges.”

Arcady nodded. “As soon as I get
out of here.”

“And is there a reason you can’t
fry out the nanites in my system?”

“They are in vital systems. We
need to kill them off in slow, careful waves, like chemo.”

“Can I get paper and a pen or
pencil? I hate not having anything to do, and I know that no tech
can come in here.”

“No problem. Anything else?”

“I will make a list with the
paper and pencil.”

Arcady smiled. “Got it. I will
be back in a few hours. Nap if you can.”

Hera nodded. “I’ll be here.”

Arcady left and went through an
exterior fry to get rid of the nanites on the outside of the suit.
She waved through the glass and set off with the information she
had gathered.

Hera sat back and closed her
eyes, waking up for peacekeepers and even team members in the
protective suit.

She told them all it had been an
active, it had been done under a paralytic, and she had been
unconscious from blood loss, not sedation. She had felt it all but
been unable to move.

The investigators had been
thorough but had been relieved to leave her. When they were gone,
staff came in and changed out of IV bags. It was obvious that she
made everyone nervous. She thought of options for her care and
treatment, as well as a plan of attack. How dare that asshole do
this to her?

When the notebook was provided,
Hera wrote the details down and showed her plan to Arcady. Arcady
nodded and looked worried.

“Your family has been notified,
Heraina. Your insurance is up to date, and things will be taken
care of if anything happens.”

Hera nodded and closed her eyes.
“I just want to let go a little. I have wanted it more and more as
time passes.”

Arcady looked at her with
understanding. “You are just so tired.”

Hera nodded. “That sums it
up.”

“Well, doodle what you like.
Remain calm at all times, and then get to a place where you can
relax.”

Hera smiled slightly. “That is
what my intentions are. Fighting everything all the time is
exhausting.”

Arcady nodded and glanced at her
notebook. “I will make sure that your family is taken care of.”

Hera nodded and reclined in her
pillows. Her back was, thankfully, unmarred.

When she was alone in her room
again, she watched the clock through the small window. When it was
two in the morning, she dug deep, charged up, and let the fire fly
through every cell in her body.

She heard the monitors going
insane next to her, and she just let her body burn. It burned until
it exploded. She heard the alarms roaring and got out of her bed,
walking through the airlock and looking at the burns along her skin
where the nanites had burst into flame. She had scorched the bed
and the wiring, and her body was upset with her. She staggered to
the nurse’s station and grabbed the vial left by Khytten. She
swallowed the half dose and relaxed as the wounds sealed. She felt
the energy running through her bloodstream, returning her to what
she had been before Z-Corp had helped her get herself under
control. That idiot with the blades on his fingers had set her on
the path to breaking that control, and she was going to return the
favour, but first... she needed to get back into fighting shape.
And clothing. She needed clothing.

The bed back in her room
collapsed as it smouldered. She grabbed a set of scrubs and put
them on over her still-healing body. She would see if Khytten’s
dose could work with her physiology, but she doubted it. The last
time, she had been entirely on her own. Her body didn’t play well
with others. Khytten’s treatments didn’t do much, but they did stop
the bleeding, so that would have to be enough.

Heraina left the hospital, which
turned out to be a clinic that had been emptied for her exit. She
saw groups of staff clustered together and avoided them, slipping
down a side street and orienting herself quickly. The air was cool.
It was early fall, and she was wearing thin slippers, but she moved
as quickly as she could in the shadows to get to a safe place.

Arcady couldn’t help, Zera
couldn’t help, she was on her own, and it had to look like
something terrifying had taken her. As it was, something terrifying
had escaped, but Hera had hoped never to tap into this part of
herself again. It looked like this was not a time for hopes.
Practicality had to win the day.

She had forgotten the stamina
she had when she let the power out. It felt good but horrible at
the same time. She had no idea how she would respond to stimuli in
this state, but if she remembered correctly, it would be bad.

 


* * * *

 


Alejandro looked at the message on his
com and went to a terminal. He contacted management and waited.
Zera’s face appeared on his screen. “What is the meaning of this? I
have a date tonight with Aksalla Nineteen.”

Zera blinked. “Haven’t you seen
the news?”

“What?” He frowned. He had been
preparing for a date with the most perfect woman in the world. He
had bought her some pretty items he would send to management and
was looking forward to that evening. “I have been out of town. What
is the issue? If it is her period, that is not a problem.” He
stared at the screen.

“Nineteen was attacked,
unrelated to her work with the BDC.”

He swallowed. “How badly is she
injured? Will she recover?”

“Her injuries are extensive. She
was carved—or rather—engraved from head to toe down the front of
her body. Nanites are holding the wounds open. She’s stabilized,
but her body isn’t healing. It fights healing. So, I don’t know if
she will recover.”

“I don’t understand. What
happened?”

Zera swallowed. “She was able to
trigger her vehicle recorder before she was completely immobilized.
It is a gory watch.”

“Send me the file. Please. When
did this happen?”

“Two hours after your last date.
They had been waiting for her by the employee parking.”

Alejandro was tense. “Can I
visit her?”

“That wouldn’t do any good.”

“Why not?”

Zera had an amused smile. “She
escaped. The news has reported it as an assassination, but in
reality, she has escaped.”

“Why are you telling me
that?”

“Because out of all the beings
in the entire world, you are the one who wanted her just as she
was.” Zera smiled slightly, then sobered. “When you watch the
video, just remember that she was paralyzed, but her nerves were
working just fine. She could feel everything.”

His stomach went ice cold.
“She’s loose?”

“She is. She got out of the
clinic and made a run for it a few days ago. I was surprised you
were out of town for so long. I was expecting this call a few days
ago.”

Alejandro flinched at the
disapproval. “I had other matters to attend to.”

“Of course. Well, enjoy the
show.”

He steeled himself and saw
Nineteen’s face for the first time. She was gorgeous. Exquisite.
The most beautiful woman he had ever seen, then a bastard started
to carve into her, but as he carved, he whispered to her. He
explained how he had been hired to do this, but he had decided to
work on his schedule and not on the schedule of the man who hired
him.

Alejandro held the edges of his
chair when the butcher murmured, “I should have worked up from
the bottom. You are bleeding on my canvas.”

Alejandro called his assistant.
“Two million on the head of Corienthe. I need his hands and his
head. Live nanites intact.”

“Yes, sir. Will you be hunting
him yourself?”

Alejandro gritted his teeth as
he watched Nineteen’s breasts get carved up. “Oh, yes. I will be
gearing up and going out immediately.”

“Excellent, sir. Is there any
particular reason that will motivate our men?”

“He carved up Nineteen and left
her for dead.”

There was a sharp inhalation.
“How is she?”

“Damaged and missing. Someone
has kidnapped her.”

“Fuck. Are you going after her
as well?”

“First, him. I want to rip his
fucking arms off, and I need to know who hired him.”

“Of course, sir. The message has
gone out. He won’t escape the consortium.”

Alejandro watched the video, and
then he couldn’t stand it anymore and fast-forwarded until
Corienthe left. The time recorded for two hours. Two hours he had
been working on her.

Her lips started moving at the
two-and-a-half-hour mark. Bubbles of blood where her lips used to
be. She whispered, “Patron, find out who hired him. I want to tear
him in half.”

He blinked as the crystal grey
eyes stared at him through the screen. In her mask and evening
gown, he would have considered the threat a kittenish display, but
staring into eyes stained with blood, he could see she meant
it.

He took a screenshot and made it
the backing screen of his com and desktop. He didn’t want to forget
her pain, not for one second. Alejandro had been trying to figure
out how to see her off schedule, perhaps move her in with him. He
needed to know more about her, and this was a twisted excuse for
him to delve into her personal life.

She was out there alone, and
while Zera didn’t seem worried, he was nervous as hell. Nineteen
was so sweet, so gentle. How would she be out on her own, wounded
and hunted? He had to find her first.

 


* * * *

 


The crush of the club was on the other
side of the bar. Hera filled glasses and prepared cocktails at a
rapid pace. Her mask wasn’t out of place in the bar, so with her
gloves, bodysuit, and mask on, she was just like one of the other
clients at the bar, but she was serving them. She was still healing
but slowly. Clusters of nanites rose to the surface and tore open
her healing skin, but she dealt with them every evening.

“Ina! Two hell’s pools,” Thera,
the cocktail waitress, called out.

Ina finished her order,
set it on the tray, and the other waitress swept it away. She
filled two glasses with three types of blue liquor in a graduated
pour, then took an eyedropper, put seven drops of red-hot liquor
into the centre, poured a clear layer on top, and then set them on
the tray. Thera pulled her hair aside and nodded. Ina lit the
drinks on fire, and Thera walked them up to the VIP section. It was
dangerous as hell, but this particular business wasn’t really known
for its health inspections.

Ina returned to her standard
filling orders while the other bartenders worked with the live
clients. She didn’t have to smile and laugh, which meant she didn’t
get tips. That was fine. Her base pay covered her apartment. The
suit had been a gift, and the gloves and mask had been a loan. They
were experimental biotech based on the masks of the BDC, and she
enjoyed the soothing familiarity that sent some of the other
servers into panic attacks.

Because of her mangled lips, she
kept herself in the full mask, but a half mask was an option. Her
gloves covered the marks on her hands. She felt fairly confident
despite her entire body being outlined in the slick black suit. She
had worn worse out to a date.

She filled order after order
with a precise pour that was part of her activation. Precision was
her actual power, followed by enhanced senses and a psychotic rage
with energy output. If she held in that rage, she held in that
power and appeared nearly normal. Right now, she let the power
crackle around her, keeping folks from grabbing at her.

She kept pouring until two in
the morning, and then she handed off her station to another
bartender. No one liked the fill station because the girls weren’t
obligated to share the tips from the VIP area. It was the one
station that had no chance of direct tips, and she didn’t ask for
them.

She finished the most recent
orders, nodded to her replacement, and headed for the locker room.
She switched from one pressure suit to another. It was time for her
workout.

She walked down the street to a
spot where other actives worked out and met with her trainer. It
was time to toughen up.

As she boxed with her trainer
and focused on building up the muscle allowed to atrophy with the
day job, she catalogued the hints she had gotten that evening and
smirked a little. She was getting closer, but her attacker had a
number of prices on his head. To her surprise, according to her
contact at the BDC—her patron had put a few million on the head,
the BDC had done the same at a solid one-point-five, and the
defenders were offering one million. Whoever caught this bastard
was going to get rich.

“Ina, stop.” Her trainer stopped
her.

She straightened and tasted
blood and saw the blood seeping from her gloves. “Oh, Sorry.”

“No. Not that. Do you know that
guy?”

She turned around slowly. She
didn’t know what she was expecting, but she analyzed the outline of
the familiar figure, the heat points, and the energy signature.

She clenched her hands and bowed
slowly. “Patron. Funny meeting you here.”

He looked at her hands. “You are
bleeding.”

“I am. Side effect of punching
things with minimally healed wounds.”

“May I ask why you are doing
that?”

“Being a pretty sheep got me
butchered. It is time for me to return to the state I was in before
Zera recruited me.”

His gaze was moving around her
face mask and the bodysuit as if trying to see the damage.

“What state was that?”

She chuckled. “Wouldn’t you like
to know?”

He nodded. “I would. Will you
come with me?”

“I just finished a shift and a
workout. I am not going to be too chatty.”

“I will take you somewhere safe,
where you can sleep. I have a doctor who can examine you, and we
can see if we can advance your healing.”

“Uh, Patron, you know that
nothing physical is possible.”

His body temperature got cold.
“I would not suggest such a thing.”

She turned back to her trainer.
“You okay if I cut it short?”

The woman smiled. “Absolutely.
Take a load off, but wash that suit. It’s getting deadly.”

Ina nodded. “Right. Good point.
I have just the two, so I forget I need to soak them.”

She turned back to her patron.
“I am afraid that I smell.”

He carefully and slowly pulled
her into his arms. “I don’t care.”

It hurt a bit, but it felt so
good. She relaxed a little, then another male picked up her gym
bag, and they were on their way out.

She had gone from out in the
cold to curled against the person she trusted most in the world.
This was a very long night.


Chapter Three

 


 


“What is your name?” He asked her
calmly.

“Oh. Heraina Tender. I work for
Z-Corp. Well, worked. I can’t do my job with this face.”

He nodded. “They announced it on
the news, but I wanted to hear it from your own mouth.”

“Sort of.”

They were inside a vehicle and
moving rapidly. They had cleared the city and were heading for the
countryside. She murmured, “If you are hunting me for sport, you
are going to be surprised.”

“Interesting mental image but
not until you have recovered. Now, why haven’t you recovered?”

“Ah. The talons he carved me
apart with have nanites that keep the wounds open. I got most of
the little buggers, but it takes a lot of energy and is really
destructive, so I haven’t been able to manage it yet.”

“So, you need open space?”

“Yes, and a large tank of water
to fall into.”

“What?”

“If I do it right, I get
hot.”

“Ah, you are always hot.” He
chuckled.

They were in an area that was
familiar to her. Ambassador’s row. “Why are we here?”

“When I am in town, I live here.
Why?”

“Uh, it seems familiar.”

“I will tell the neighbourhood
watch that you are about to release some heat.”

“Oh, um. Good?”

He chuckled and reached for her
and then stopped. “I truly want to hold you.”

She looked at him and saw his
silhouette, and she ached. She nodded as well. No words would be
enough for how she felt. To keep herself sane while he carved up,
she had replayed every delicate touch, every whisper, and every
soft laugh that her patron had ever given her. She had focused on
that until her body came back to her. After that, the pain blocked
out all thought.

At this point, the pain was a
constant companion. That bastard had cut next to every fricking
nerve along the path.

“So, will a healer work?” Her
patron softly spoke as they pulled into a drive with a security
gate across their path.

“After I burn out the nanites,
which will take a few minutes or hours, depending on how fast they
replicate.”

“I don’t understand.”

They drove through the gate, and
she continued. “They are a nanite designed to act as a contagion.
They replicate at the base of the wound, so I need to burn out the
wounds again and again before the little bastards stop replicating.
That is why I need his hands and head to offer a treatment to any
survivors like myself. Z-Corp can contain the nanites and create an
antigen for them. That is for the next person. For me? I have to do
it the old-fashioned way.”

“So, if he were here, he could
be used as an antigen?”

“No. Not safely. He would infect
everyone he touches, and one of my best friends is a cyborg, so I
would never endanger her.”

He blinked. “Ah. Her. She is
under high security.”

“Oh, yeah, and her mating pod is
pretty secure as well.” She chuckled softly.

“Mating pod?”

“I don’t know how to describe
it. There is a bunch of them. She seems to deal just fine. It is a
hub and spoke pattern.”

He chuckled. “I have heard of a
few of those situations. You are trained for that?”

“It is a case-by-case basis. The
escorts are run through psych evaluations to determine whether it
is something they would enjoy. It is entered into our files.” She
smiled, knowing he couldn’t see it.

He nodded. “What does secondary
attachment refer to?”

“Oh, threesomes with occasional
partners. One primary, the others secondary.”

“Have you engaged in such
things?”

“Before I had a dedicated
patron? Yeah. Two or three times.” She shrugged.

“What do you think of the
situation?”

“It wasn’t bad. I had no
emotional attachment to the events, so I was there, and then I went
home.”

“Ah. Do you wish to do it
again?”

She looked at him and shrugged.
“It isn’t a craving. As for myself, I would do a situational
analysis, but as Nineteen, it would be agreed on beforehand, so I
know what I am walking into. I would have to authorize it. It is a
lot easier that way. Less social obligation and emotional
blackmail.”

He made a soft huffing sound as
they approached a huge home. “I suppose that makes sense. Takes
away the spontaneity.”

“Yes, but what is more
stimulating, a woman who freezes with two men in the room or one
who is ready and enthusiastic? Your choice, but I think the second
would have more allure.”

He cocked his head, and she
could tell by the flare of heat pooling in familiar areas that the
second option had far more appeal. He laughed. “I see your
point.”

She smiled. It hurt, but she
didn’t deny herself emotion.

The car halted, and the driver
came around to open the door. The patron exited first and waited
for her. She awkwardly got out without holding his hand. “I don’t
want to get blood on you.”

He sighed. “It isn’t the bodily
fluid I look forward to, but I am not afraid of it.”

“There are nanites in it, so I
don’t want to infect anyone.”

“Are you sure that you can kill
them off?”

“Oh, yeah. Definitely. I just
need about a sixty-foot diameter I can let loose in.”

He nodded. “I have that.”

He walked with her to a side
path that led behind the house. There were bodyguards in the
shadows, and she noted their positions.

There was a stone patio, a pool,
and an expansive green space. Trees were distant, and the amount of
open space was astonishing to someone who had lived in the cities
most of her life.

“Take all the space you need,
and the gardener needs more work. I am too low maintenance.” He
chuckled. “Frankly, I am barely home.”

She frowned. “You are in town
with some regularity.”

He chuckled. “Just for you.”

Hera swallowed. “Oh. Well, after
this is done, it will just destroy the nanites. I will cauterize
the depths of the scars. After that, I will need healing, but I
don’t heal easily.”

“I have asked for a physician
and healer to attend to you. She’s waiting inside.” He nodded
toward the person standing silhouetted behind glass. “She would
like to consult before you engage in your treatment.”

“Sensible, as long as she
doesn’t touch me.”

“She said she won’t.”

“So, you knew you would find me
tonight.”

“I have had someone watching
your activities for the last week. This has been planned. Whether
you were able to act or not, you were going to be in my home
tonight.”

“Is it a smart house?”

“Yes.”

“I will stay here. Doc Torenne
can come to me.”

He paused. “You know her?”

She chuckled. “We have met. You
may have to hold her back.”

“Why?”

“Around me, she’s a hugger.”

“Ah, so you have definitely
met.” His tone said he was amused. “She might knock a zero off her
fee.”

“Only if I can purge the
invasion. I really want to get my hands on the bastard who did this
to me. Jumping me in my car. What a fucking asshole.”

Her patron registered surprise.
“I have never heard you curse before.”

“I am definitely not on the
clock
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