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Chapter 1

 


Dmitri sweated nervously despite cool station
air circulating through hardworking ventilators. He had a good
reason to be apprehensive, even terrified. Moisture beaded on his
upper lip and glistened on his jowls. The jowls trembled as he
spoke.

"It's exactly what you ordered," he
complained, his words sounding lame even to himself. The
merchandise was not what the customer had ordered, but if he could
make the man think it was, then maybe he would buy it anyway. Easy.
He’d done it many times before. So why was he so nervous now? The
customer had yet to utter so much as one word of complaint, and yet
Dmitri babbled on, protesting, explaining, words forced out of him,
anything to fill the terrible silence.

Who was this man? More important, what was he
to inspire such fear? Dmitri was no push over. He was well-tempered
by years of dealing on the black market with customers representing
all the less civilized elements of a galactic society.

Julian, the cause of all the subliminal
apprehension, did nothing overt, yet was fully aware of his
frightening effect on the salesman. He suspected the man had a
guilty conscience and realized something was probably wrong with
the product.

Silently he reached into the opened container
on the table and lifted out one of the cryopacs. The flexible
plastic draped over his hand as the thick liquid inside responded
to the station’s artificial gravity. His fingers found the tab and
pulled it open, his eyes carefully watching the salesman all the
while, noticing the man swallow nervously, the small sound hidden
in the hiss of the pac's seal. A smoky puff of frigid air escaped
from the opening. Julian waved the gas aside and sniffed the
contents.

Dmitri held his breath in silent supplication
to whatever god of luck had blessed his previous endeavors, but
Julian's sensitive nose had already told him all he needed to
know.

"This is synthetic," he stated.

Dmitri grinned foolishly, unable to help
himself. "Well, yes, of course! But I don't see what difference
that makes. I mean, it's just as good as whole fresh blood. Better
even! There's no rejection problem.” Dmitri’s mind spun through a
jumble of loosely connected thoughts, the foremost of which was the
realization that he just might die this day. And of all days to be
without a bodyguard! But who would have suspected? The customer was
rich, soft -- an easy mark!

Dmitri shivered. "And it's cheaper,” he
added, his words sounding feeble even to his own ears. “I got you a
very good deal."

"I specified whole, fresh..."

"I know. I know," Dmitri interrupted. "But
the price! It was astronomical.”

"I told you money was not a problem."

"Yes. I know! But look! What I got you is so
much better!"

"I can't use it.”

"Why not?” Dmitri argued despite the little
voice in his head telling him to shut up and get the hell out of
there. It was as if he’d lost all control. “I don't understand.” He
dabbed at his face with a wrinkled handkerchief as his words came
faster. "What are you going to use it for? Why don't you just use a
regenerator like everyone else? I can get you a good deal on a used
model."

"I see no reason to explain myself to you. We
had a deal, and I want what I ordered. No more, no less.”

“I know, b-but…” the terrified man
stuttered.

“You didn't keep your part of the bargain."
Julian told him, his quiet voice more frightening than if he had
shouted.

"Well, I couldn't. No one could. I mean, no
one buys whole blood anymore. It just isn't that readily available.
I mean, donors are difficult to find -- willing donors, that is.
And I didn't suppose you expected me to ... not unless you
wanted... I mean...” Dmitri ceased his babble as he looked into
Julian's eyes. The eyes terrified him.

Oh gods, how was he going to get out of this
mess?

The two of them were alone and anonymous in a
small room in a hotel near the docks, a precaution Dmitri insisted
on, although he now regretted it and would never do it again. If he
made it out alive!

Usually he kept the upper hand, his large
size and the illegal stunner tucked into his belt intimidating even
without a bodyguard. This sale, however, had gone wrong right from
the beginning.

"All right. Al1 right," he conceded in
desperation. "I'll take the product back and refund your
deposit."

"Even so," Julian said, closing the cryopac
with a snap and dropping it back into the case, "that won't get me
what I need. And I have waited much too long.” He rose to his feet,
moving with the effortless grace of a predator, his dark eyes fixed
on Dmitri.

The man stumbled to his feet, his chair
sliding sideway, his mouth opening and closing although no sounds
came out anymore. He backed away, slowly, the nervous sweat running
down his neck.

Julian's sensitive nose wrinkled fastidiously
at the smell. This wasn't what he had intended, but with the
shipment useless, he had to improvise.

And he was hungry.

 


* * *

 


There was nothing to recommend the planet
called CC Arrani-12 to humans It had a minimal atmosphere, its
surface consisted of a rocky desert blown by ceaseless winds, and
it had no minerals of note. However, the planet did orbit at a safe
distance from its twin suns in a system that happened to be near
the nexus of trade routes… busy ship routes, a fact making CC
Arrani-12 the ideal location for a commercial trading center.

Since there is always someone quick to take
advantage of such a need, CC-12 quickly grew on one of the planet's
three moons. As a privately owned and fiercely independent space
station, CC-12’s board of governors insisted that the station's
main purpose remain economic rather than political or ideological.
As a result, it functioned as neutral ground for any of the major
antagonistic forces while providing anyone and everyone access to
materials and services that might otherwise be hard to find in this
part of the galaxy.

The concept of enforced neutrality proved
viable, and the station flourished. Over the years docking
facilities grew from the station's core. In turn, each of the long
arms slowly added a hodge-podge of sections as needed, eventually
giving the station the appearance of a huge, brilliantly lit
radiolarian somehow displaced into space. Never still, the constant
flow of ships in and out of the bays provided a major headache for
hardworking traffic controllers, not to mention security forces.
But money flowed in as steadily as the stream of ships, and the
investors were more than pleased with their profits.

As the moons moved in their orbits around the
dead world below, twin suns spread their light through the
station’s wide windows, nourishing vast hydroponic gardens.
However, there was no sunlight, no night or day in the underground
corridors. Here every kind of business flourished, from
representatives of the mega corporations to small one-man shops.
Travelers from all the inhabited worlds mingled with off-duty
spacers in wide public corridors where they could get everything
from a meal and companionship to a completely fitted ship.

While usually crowded with a wide variety of
patrons, currently there were more uniforms than civilians, and
Julian stepped into a sea of them when he left the hotel, heading
toward one of the docking bays. Most of the uniforms were from the
Proxima Empire -- insignia, style, and color designating various
branches of the service. Ahead he could see traffic slowed by a
barrier where Proxima troopers were checking ids. Since the ports
beyond this point all belonged to the Empire, such vigilance was
wise considering the unstable political situation on their home
world. Julian had anticipated the complications like this that
usually accompanied public transportation.

Passengers in front of him moved smoothly
through the barrier at first, but then the flow stopped abruptly.
Immediately in front of him some self-important official traveling
with a small crowd of attendants began to argue with a harassed
officer. His entourage hovered, blocking the gate. Station guards
came to attention as the dispute grew. Other travelers gave the
scene a wide berth. Julian relaxed and prepared to wait. His
luggage was already on board the ship, and since he was traveling
without retainers, he had nothing to do but cultivate patience.

"This is outrageous!" the man protested to
the trooper. "Do you know who I am?"

"Yes, sir, I do."

"Then allow me to pass."

"Yes, sir, I've already told you, you may go.
But we have to check the rest of your party. And you have to leave
your baggage. It will be brought to your stateroom after it’s been
scanned."

"That's preposterous!"

The official was well built, but short, and
even though he stretched himself, almost going onto his toes, the
tall woman heading the Proxima contingent still loomed over
him.

"Vitor, just do what she says," a woman told
him, her voice drawling with boredom. Was she wife, relative, paid
companion? Julian found it hard to tell. She wore a nondescript
gray traveling cloak over trendy clothes, a step up from servant.
Her behavior lacked servitude as well. He watched as she slipped
past Vitor and moved decisively to the officer, documents
outstretched.

The rest of the man’s entourage followed,
making their way around him, shuffling into a line to have their
ids verified.

"You're just catering to excessive
officiousness," he complained weakly, his comments aimed
impartially at his employees.

"You should know," the woman breathed, and
glanced up from the computer's confirmation to find Julian's amused
eyes on her. Caught off guard, she smiled back, blue eyes sparkling
above high cheekbones. Then she frowned and abruptly turned away,
hurrying down the corridor to one of the ships.

Julian watched as Official Vitor, sans
baggage, followed his entourage down the corridor and into the ship
complaining the whole way. The woman preceded them all, the long
silvery cloak billowing out behind her.

She had piqued Julian’s curiosity,
alleviating his boredom for a few minutes. Maybe they would meet
again, on board the Tivoli. Or maybe not. He mentally smiled at his
foolishness and went to the checkpoint.

"Destination?" the large guard asked him.

"Suvorov."

She scanned his id. "I apologize for the
delay, my lord,” she told him when she realized who he was, “but I
have to check everyone. There have been some incidents on the
station. We can’t be too careful."

"Incidents?”

“Nothing you need worry about,” she assured
him.

Julian smiled knowing this was true. There
was nothing to link him to Dmitri.

Fortunately, while his dietary requirements
were highly specialized, he didn't always have to kill his prey. He
only needed about a liter or so of blood, a subtraction that would
make the donor anemic for a while, but nothing more. The myth that
being bitten by a vampire caused vampirism was just that, a myth.
Dmitri had provided nothing more than a meal. The massive merchant
would awaken in his room at the hotel somewhat weakened by his
impromptu blood- letting. In response to a mental suggestion from
Julian, he would go off to find another buyer for twenty liters of
synthetic human blood, all the while cursing a client who never
appeared to pick up his merchandise.

And leaving the vampire to find another
source of food.


Chapter 2

 


A huge male panthera paced back and forth,
silent pads sinking into lush carpeting with each step, his path
restricted by a chain attached to a ring in the wall. The other end
was fixed to the thick collar around his neck containing electrodes
that were used to control the huge beast. Sleek muscles rippled
under a striped black and white hide. The panthera held his head
low in frustration and his blue eyes glaring beneath a long black
mane of hair. He was hungry. Instead of searching through alpine
forests on the snowy slopes of the western mountains, his gaze was
circumscribed by the walls hemming him in on all sides. His long
hunting fangs vibrated with the desire to drink deeply of flesh and
hot blood even as they remained sheathed alongside his muzzle. He
breathed loudly, in and out almost panting as he sought spoor, the
scent of prey not to be found in a city. Here all he smelled was
the stink of civilization. Sometimes there was fear, and oh, he
drank in that bouquet, but usually he was not allowed to hunt the
source of that fear and denial festered in him. Frustration built a
roar of rage that choked him while his claws dug deep into the
carpet. More than anything, he wanted to rend, to tear, to
kill.

Even though his current agitation reflected
his owner’s state of mind, the animal’s barely restrained violence
was a discordant note in the richly appointed office of General
Berne Samsson Kranit. Still, some felt the blatant bestiality of
the chained predator provided a more realistic reflection of the
general’s true nature than the sleek room from which he ruled.
Visitors found it impossible to concentrate in the presence of the
animal, especially when it focused on them, but the general
secretly enjoyed their discomfort and wouldn’t dream of keeping the
animal anyplace else. He raised the cat himself, teaching it to
hunt during infrequent trips into the wilderness and also teaching
it to attack on command in the small arena behind the barracks.
Although messy, it provided a useful way to execute prisoners.
While entertaining the troops, the panthera’s feeding served a
warning to anyone foolish enough to question the general’s absolute
power over the military, something he had finally achieved now that
the emperor was out of the way. He had long been the leader of the
armed forces, but he constantly fought to increase his influence.
And now with that goal out of the way, ultimate power in the empire
would soon be his!

Peace might be a worthy goal of any
civilization, peace in which commerce and all the many facets of
humankind’s creativity could flourish. But to some people, peace
was an anathema, a despised condition that fostered weakness and
all manner of social vice. No, peace was not the way to build a
strong civilization or an empire such as the one forged by the
Proxima during the Colonial War of Independence. It was a strong
military that made a civilization strong and kept the people safe
-- a strong military and war.

Unfortunately, not everyone saw things that
way. In fact, most people were weak, soft. They clung to their
comforts and luxuries. It would take something drastic, some
catastrophe to jolt them from their complacency. And that was
precisely what he had planned.

Except things didn’t always go the way he
wanted. There were still certain people in his way, and right now,
General Kranit was not a happy man. His handsome face was beginning
to show his age, even though his body was straight and lean inside
his custom-tailored gold trimmed black and purple uniform. He sat
forward in his desk chair, his white hair in disarray where he had
raked his fingers through it. His lips were pressed into a thin
line and his blue eyes narrowed with displeasure. This plan had to
work. It would work!

“Destroy the ship,” he said to Admiral Chance
Matheus who shimmered in the holocast beamed from the private
office behind the bridge of his command ship.

“But, Sir! It’s the Tivoli. It’s a commercial
liner. You can’t just blow up a passenger ship!” the man
complained, belaboring the obvious.

“I know exactly what kind of ship it is. And,
yes, we will blow it up!”

“But there are civilians on board.”

“I’m aware of that as well. Nonetheless, I
want the Tivoli destroyed. Use the captured Sarosian rebel ships to
do it and make sure they’re id-ed.” The general paused. “You’ve
seen the passenger manifest?” he asked, settling back in his
comfortable chair. The upholstery molded to his shape by pressure
and body heat.

Kranit ran his military empire from a tower
of glass. Tinted against Suvorov’s brilliant sun that glared even
through the environmental dome, walls of windows revealed an
enormous city. The general liked the view, a constant reminder of
the power he held over the lesser beings that lived and worked
there.

Except now his power was being threatened by
one man. One insignificant nobleman who had no claim to anything
except his long-time friendship with the emperor -- soon to be
ex-emperor, he reminded himself.

And soon to be ex-troublesome nobleman as
well!

Yes, this was just tying up some loose ends,
explosive loose ends. The man might be a threat to his bid for
power now, but not for long. Now that he knew the man’s secret
…well, Julian his Lordship Desmond would soon be nothing more than
a mention in the history books. If that.

His eyes turned to take in the palace below
him. Soon his own status would be upgraded to the highest rank on
the planet and his new office would be in the palace itself, and
then … oh yes, then he would be very highly placed indeed!

A minute smile twitched his lips at the
thought. But first, he had to deal with overly officious
subordinates and one troublesome noble.

Matheus was speaking. “…and yeah, I saw it,”
his subordinate replied from the command ship, recalling Kranit’s
attention.

“I don’t want him to reach Brace,” the
general told him.

“I understand.” The admiral’s voice was flat,
deliberately stripped of emotion.

“Look, Matheus, I know people are going to
die, and it’s regrettable, but necessary. Collateral damage is a
fact of any war. And that’s what this is. War!”

“Yes, sir. I know that, but...”

“I don’t like this any more than you do,” his
superior argued, irritated at the necessity of placating a
subordinate. But they were so close to achieving his goal! And once
he succeeded -- well, no one would question his orders after that!
“You know what he’s capable of,” the general insisted. “We can’t
risk letting him get to Brace. It’s taken years for us to get this
far. And now that we’re so close to succeeding, we can’t risk him
coming back and ruining everything. I need this war!” he concluded,
weighting each word with dreadful emphasis. “The military needs
this war. They have been shoved into the background for far too
long. All this peace is making us weak.”

“I know that.” Matheus drew a deep
breath.

“An obvious attack on a civilian vessel will
show the Council just how dangerous the Sarosian rebellion has
become.”

“All right. You’re right. I’ll get everything
set up.”

“You have the ship’s itinerary?”

“I have it. We’ll have to hit them pretty
close to home, you know. Maybe two, three days out from the planet.
There will probably be some survivors.”

“With so many passengers, I’d be surprised if
there weren’t survivors. But that’s a risk we have to take. And
since we’ll be the ones answering the distress call and picking up
any survivors, we can do damage control at the same time. And he’ll
be off guard. So, if he’s one of those who survives -- well, that
shouldn’t be an issue. Anyway, we can deal with that problem when
it happens. If we’re lucky, though, he’ll be killed with the ship.
And I expect you to make sure we’re lucky.”

Yeah, right, Matheus thought shaking his
head, at the expense of the rest of the passengers. But his job was
to obey orders. “We’ll get right on it,” he said.

“Excellent. I knew you would.” You’d better,
his superior added silently. You too can be replaced.

He glanced over at the panthera. The animal
needed to be fed. Knowing how his staff hated handling the big cat,
he smiled a thin smile before keying the link to his secretary.
“Georges, take Fang down to the arena. He’s hungry.”

“There was an instant of silence at the other
end of the link before the man answered. “Yes, sir.”


Chapter 3

 


Fingers of flame reached out as if trying to
catch the escape pod, but the tiny vessel tumbled away from the
burning ship, fleeing into the vast darkness of space. Behind it,
the Tivoli came apart, not all at once, but in spurts and pulses,
like some gigantic beating heart slowly running down. Fire streamed
from the ship, devouring oxygen as it bled into the vacuum, burning
until all the air was gone, and then the flames themselves starved,
dwindled, and died. Random flares added another layer of violence
to the many small explosions marking the death of the Tivoli.

Still pumped with adrenaline, Hali watched
through a port in the small escape pod that tumbled like just
another piece of jetsam from the wreckage of the once luxurious
ship. Some of the debris, she realized, were bodies, people who
didn’t make it out of the ship in time. Her mind shied away from
the ugly violence, turning instead to explore her situation and
options.

Just then fire reached the Tivoli’s power
source, and what was left of the ship burst apart in one last
enormous explosion. The blast washed the pod in a brilliant glare,
blinding Hali for a second, and strewing even more pieces of the
once proud ship into the void. These included huge chunks of metal,
shrapnel that shot toward the tiny escape pod as it tumbled in the
blast wave. Holding her breath as her precious canister of air
rocked with sudden impacts, Hali’s last conscious thought was
activating the controls sending a shutter grinding into place over
the port, adding another layer of safety and plunging the pod into
darkness. She felt herself knocked from her feet and slammed
against something hard, and then she didn’t remember anything
more.

 


* * * *

 


Hali wondered if she was losing her mind. She
knew without a doubt that she was in a life-threatening situation
but all she could think about were silly little things that had no
relation to the reality of her situation.

If only she could bring reality into
focus…

Instead, she drifted, watching as this
thought and that surfaced and then disappeared in her mind like
some nebulous fish swimming through a gray fog. She realized this
was not a good sign after suffering a bump on the head.

Stop, stop, stop! she told herself. Pay
attention! Get grip.

Okay, she thought. What happened?

One: the ship exploded.

Got that.

And, two: she was alone in an escape pod.
Well, not precisely alone. Someone else, she corrected herself,
designation male and from what she could see in the emergency
lighting, a well set up, good-looking male, had managed to get into
the pod with her. She stifled a giggle. This was turning into a
ridiculous scene right out of a romantic tri-v drama -- a lone
woman escaping terrible danger in the company of a handsome man.
Trite, yes. But in her case reality.

And a complication. He floated out of reach,
weightless in zero-g, apparently unconscious. Or dead, her mind
interjected. And that fact would definitely ruin the fantasy!

Except she didn’t want a fantasy. Or an
adventure. In fact, the definition of adventure, she read
somewhere, was discomfort viewed from a safe place in the future.
With her on-the-edge lifestyle, she did not need more adventures,
with or without a handsome leading man.

Well at least she had managed to get to an
escape pod, she thought. That was a consolation -- although it
appeared that the artificial gravity wasn’t working.

Lack of gravity presents an inconvenience,
another part of her mind stated, but is not life threatening.

And I’m talking to myself again, she chided.
Not good. Not good. Especially when there’s someone else in the
pod. Talk to him instead.

Hali floated to the dimly lit control panel
and flicked on the overhead lights to get a better look at the man
drifting weightlessly beside her.

Hummm… Yes, attractive, she decided, in a
rugged way. She liked the prominent cheekbones, thick dark hair,
strong chin, and deep-set eyes. But the eyes were closed, and he
felt cold to her touch. She couldn’t feel a pulse.

Okay. So maybe this wasn’t exactly like the
vids, Hali decided, and perhaps it was just as well that she wasn't
one to sit and moan over the absurdities of fate. Up to this point,
her whole life had been a cosmic joke, so why should she expect
anything different now?

Her romantic leading man was dead. And that
was that.

Now, she told herself, do something.

Moving carefully in freefall, she slid past
the body, positioned herself over an acceleration couch, and
fastened the web, her mind busy in multi-levels again...

-- A fat lot of good the couch had done for
her during emergency ejection. She gingerly rubbed the sore place
on her shoulder. As well as a couple of black eyes received gods
knew when, her whole back would be purple in the morning if she
lived that long.

-- She scanned telltales on the control
panel. The controls on this pod were supposed to be idiot-proof.
Now to test that hypothesis.

-- Except for gravity, the pod's systems were
functioning correctly, including the automated distress signal. She
searched for a radio when the body began to drift between herself
and the controls.

What a waste, she decided. She found it
vaguely curious that his injuries didn't look bad enough to be
fatal. A trail of blood, like tiny red beads, crossed his forehead
from what appeared to be a superficial cut. His worst wounds were
on his shoulder and arm where something had burned through cloth
and flesh almost to the bone. That wound looked serious, but since
he was dead, unimportant.

But enough maundering. The body was in her
way. Best stow it in the hatch.

She unwebbed herself with an irritated slap
on the buckle. The injudicious motion in freefall sent her floating
up against the corpse and into the dead man's embrace.

"Oh, damn ..." she began, then realized his
eyes were open and staring intently into hers.

And suddenly the fantasy became real.

His arms enfolded her, pulling her body
against the hard length of his as his mouth trailed down her cheek,
her chin, to her neck. His lips were cool, but they still sent
spirals of warmth through her body. Her eyes began to close until
she realized, no! This is wrong!

She struggled, fighting to get free of his
arms, but he seemed to have uncanny strength and nothing she did
made a difference. Cool lips scorched the skin on her neck and then
she felt a sharp pain as he bit her. Surprise as much as anything
caused her to freeze, and then she went limp, her will gone in an
instant.

What in hell was happening?

Unbidden, she became aroused, the heat of
sexual pleasure teasing its way from her throat, down her belly to
her toes. She felt her face flush, blood pounding in her ears, her
arms and legs heavy, too heavy to move as he held her. She could
feel him, his arms strong as metal covered in velvet, now
supporting all her weight, keeping her from collapsing. Her heart
raced, beating, beating, the sound building, growing, so intense
that she trembled with each throb. She became that heart, battering
against the case of her ribs, pulsing to an orgasmic crescendo.
Something inside of her ripped away, and she became saturated with
sensation, stimulation so intense she didn’t think she could endure
it.

And she didn’t. She felt a scream torn from
her throat, but all that came out was a moan as she dropped down
into the soft, warm, enveloping dark.


Chapter 4

 


Hours later, out of a deep black nothingness,
Hali became aware of a small mechanical beeping. It gradually
became louder, intruding on her peace and forcing itself into her
consciousness. She fought it. She knew she was safe in the
darkness, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't ignore the
sound. Bit by bit, the rest of reality imposed -- her body rested
on a cushioned surface, restrained there by a force web. And there
was light. The light bothered her, blindingly bright, harsh,
painful after the soft darkness. She squinted at her surroundings
until she understood that she was still in the escape pod, and
still not alone. The second couch was now folded into an upright
position, and a man sat there, intently working at the console.

As her eyes slowly became accustomed to the
light, she stared at her companion, not sure why she would feel so
hyper-aware of him, of his body, as if some connection existed
between them. Who was he? Were they lovers? She jerked her
wandering thoughts to a halt at this point, unwilling to examine an
idea so completely out of context considering their circumstances.
The man was a stranger. She knew she had no prior knowledge of, or
experience with him.

Or did she?

The feeling of connectedness persisted.
Something had happened, something she should be aware of, but that
knowledge slid around the periphery of her mind, refusing to come
into conscious memory.

She tried to speak, croaked, and cleared her
throat.

He turned at the sound and smiled at her, the
warmth in his dark eyes making her feel uncharacteristically
shy.

He handed her a tube of some clear liquid --
water, she discovered as she tasted it and then drank it down.

“Okay,” she said more easily with her
rehydrated throat. "Who are you?"

"Call me Julian."

"Julian who?" she insisted.

"Julian Desmond, Lord Malvern. Of the Proxima
Empire." He added that last at her look of surprise.

Ye gods, he’s a nobleman! Shades of romantic
fiction, her mind blathered! But there had been lords and ladies
aplenty on the ship before it blew up. And maybe, just maybe, she
might be able to use that knowledge later.

He waited politely, an unspoken "and you"
hovering between them.

She jerked her wandering thoughts back. "I'm
Hali. No titles. Just Hali." But not really, said that annoying
little voice in her mind, although this time she ignored it. Still
confused and not the least bit happy with the sensation, her words
came out sharper than she might have wished. She couldn't tear
herself away from those eyes.

"Relax, Just Hali. Relax," he said, and she
could feel her tense muscles let go, out of her conscious control.
"You're safe." he added, and despite her natural wariness, she
believed implicitly. Why did she trust him so easily? No, this
wasn’t right!

His voice continued, smooth as chocolate,
detailing the mundane working of their craft as if
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