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Chapter One

 


His sister was lying dead in a morgue,
and Gabe Thorne hadn’t cried a single tear. In fact, his strongest
emotion was guilt over his failure to feel as devastated as he
thought he should.

Mary was three years older and
light-years colder than Gabe. They’d never been close, and he
shifted through his memories in a vain attempt to find a truly
happy memory of his sister. The closest he came was her admiration
when his shoulder was injured in a hover soccer match and he played
until the end of the game anyway because he wasn’t about to let an
inferior player ruin the team’s chances at the
championship.

Twenty-eight years of life with an
older sister, and that was the best he could come up with. No
wonder he hadn’t cried.

The older they’d gotten, the more he
understood that he was the outlier in the family. Business sense,
ruthless determination, moral ambiguity—these were the traits that
had propelled the Thorne family to its dominant place in the mining
industry. As his mother often said, you didn’t get to control most
of the solar system’s mines by worrying about people’s feelings.
Mary wasn’t a pleasant person as an adult, even less so than the
rest of Gabe’s family. He kept his distance from most of them, or
at least the Thornes, his mother’s side. He had a couple of
paternal relatives with whom he didn’t mind visiting now and then,
though he’d never say they were especially tight-knit.

He’d not been close to his sister in
his entire life, nor did he like the person she grew up to be. It
was all about profit and power for her. He still thought he ought
to have felt something other than regret that a kinder, gentler
sister would never have a chance to emerge from the harsh
businesswoman he knew.

It was small comfort that she wouldn’t
have cried for him, either.

His watch emitted a rarely-heard chime
indicating a call from his father. The old man must be as broken up
as it was possible for him to be over the death of his favorite
child. Which reminded Gabe that he needed to make sure Esme heard
the news. Their father’s oldest child from his short-lived first
marriage, she liked the Thorne family even less than Gabe, but she
was still family and deserved to hear about her half-sister’s death
in person. Knowing his parents, Gabe figured if he didn’t contact
Esme she’d find out from the news broadcasts. At least he and Esme
had grown to appreciate each other in recent years and were on
friendly terms.

“Hello,
Father.”

“Gabriel.” No matter how
many times he expressed his desire to be called Gabe, it never
stuck. “Your mother just reminded me that Mary was supposed to pick
up her empath this afternoon.”

As usual, Michael Thorne couldn’t have
been less sensitive if he tried. That went a long way to explaining
why his daughter had no qualms about human trafficking. Sure, she
dressed it up in fancier terms. It still came down to the same
thing: buying an empath from his parents. Gabe felt queasy just
thinking about his sister doing such a thing. Even for their family
it was a new low.

If Gabe had held on to a shred of
respect for his sister before, he lost it once he learned she
planned to purchase a human being. Empaths bonded with someone as
an anchor to focus on amidst the barrage of emotions they received,
and because they were so keyed in to their anchor they naturally
wanted to keep their anchor happy. Buying an empath was essentially
a form of slavery and it was supposed to be illegal.

People like Mary found loopholes
around the law. She would be giving her fiancé a generous monetary
sum as a wedding gift. If that gift ended up in a joint account
also held in her future in-laws’ names, and they immediately
withdrew the entire amount, that didn’t mean she was purchasing a
human being. Oh no, her fiancé simply wanted to share his good
fortune with his family. The fact that he’d been brought up to
think that was his role was a minor detail to her, and it was
sickening.

His father said, “Your mother is too
upset to leave the house, of course, and I’ll be damned if I’ll
leave a stone unturned in this investigation.”

Mary’s death might have been an
accident at a brand-new mining facility she opened that morning in
the inner asteroid belt, or it might have been sabotage. Father was
the kind who assumed sabotage, and he was throwing his all into
what he claimed would be justice for his little girl but what Gabe
knew was pure revenge.

“You’ll have to deal with
the empath.”

It wasn’t a question. It never was.
Gabe didn’t bother to protest the callous treatment of a person or
the fact that he had a name. There was no point. He rarely agreed
to his father’s demands for any number of reasons which boiled down
to his distaste for his parent’s affairs, but this one he would
accept because, while he didn’t expect much from parents who would
sell off their child, Mary’s fiancé deserved to speak to someone
with a heart.

“When are they arriving?”
he asked.

“I’m looking at the
documents now. They’re due in the city transit hub in forty
minutes, coming in from Mug Ruith. I’m sending you the photo so
you’ll recognize him.”

“I see it.”

“Mary already sent two
thirds of the wedding gift money, and since it’s a gift you can’t
demand it back.”

As though worrying about the money had
even crossed Gabe’s mind.

“Unless you think you can
convince them to give it back. Just tell them…” He actually paused,
emotion choking his voice for the first time as far as Gabe was
aware. “Tell them Mary’s gone, and we’ll be in touch with funeral
arrangements if they’d like to attend.”

Gabe was stunned for a few seconds by
the genuine sorrow he heard in his father’s voice.

“Gabriel?”

The moment was over. “Yes. All
right.”

“Good. I’ll keep you
updated on the investigation.” With that, the elder Thorne ended
the connection.

Gabe looked at the photo of his
sister’s fiancé, projected in holographic form from his watch, and
wondered what would become of the poor guy now. He knew nothing
about the younger man except that he was an empath and his name was
Ignacio. Well, not much Gabe could do about Ignacio’s fate. He’d
call Esme and then go to the transit hub as the bearer of bad news.
Or, depending how much Ignacio actually wanted to marry into the
Thorne family, maybe just news.

****

Gabe was waiting when Ignacio walked
down the ramp in the transit station, flanked by two people who
were presumably his parents. He was a cute brunette guy with an air
of innocence about him.

“Ignacio Sullivan?” he
asked.

All three of them turned to look at
Gabe.

“I’m Gabe Thorne, Mary’s
brother. There’s no easy way to say this. Something went wrong on
the mining station this morning, and I’m sorry to say Mary didn’t
make it.”

He was sorry in the sense that it was
unfortunate his sister was dead, not that he would miss her so
terribly.

Ignacio was surprised, of course. Not
overly upset, if Gabe read his expression correctly. He simply
said, “My condolences on your loss, Gabe.”

His parents, on the other hand, were
distraught. His mother said, “It’s not long now before Ignacio will
have to bond with an anchor. We should’ve been here last week,
really, but your sister couldn’t reschedule her tour.”

Of course she couldn’t. It was just
like Mary to expect biology to conform to her schedule.

“It could be a matter of
days!” said Ignacio’s mother. “How can we find a proper anchor in
so little time?”

Gabe suspected by ‘proper’ they meant
‘rich and influential.’ If all they were looking for was money,
that wouldn’t be hard to find. Sex clubs and pornographic studios
would pay handsomely for an unbonded empath. It was still
disgusting, of course, but apparently the Sullivans had some minor
standards.

Ignacio studied Gabe with bright blue
eyes set beneath an unruly mop of chestnut hair, no doubt using his
empathic senses. After a moment, he asked, “Are you
single?”

“Yes, but … oh, you can’t
mean me as your anchor?”

Ignacio’s father tilted his head in
thought. “The boy’s had worse ideas. Is there somewhere we could
talk?”

Gabe’s mind raced while he led them to
a café just outside the transit station. He walked on autopilot and
barely caught the parents’ names, Irene and Sinclair. Never in his
life had he planned on being an empath’s anchor. Though, to be
fair, his friend Cole hadn’t either, and look how that turned out.
What started out as Cole grudgingly agreeing to meet Aiden had
turned into Cole happy as Aiden’s anchor and, as of last week’s
proposal, fiancé.

An empath wanted to make their anchor
happy. It was too much power for one person to hold over another, a
matter which hadn’t bothered their ancestors who created empathic
genomes, and the fact remain that whatever Gabe’s personal feelings
on the matter, Ignacio needed an anchor. Every empath
did.

While Gabe didn’t want that much
power, he thought of Cole and Aiden and realized that Ignacio could
do a lot worse than him. At least he would respect the younger man
and encourage him to be his own person. There was something about
Ignacio, some quality Gabe couldn’t put his finger on, which drew
him to the young empath and made him shudder to think of Ignacio
being bought by anyone else.

“You don’t mind a male
anchor?” he asked.

“Very few empaths are
concerned about the gender of their anchor, and I’m not one of
them,” said Ignacio.

Probably not Gabe’s chiseled good
looks or gorgeous black hair that appealed to Ignacio, then. Gabe
was vain enough to hope the young man appreciated them all the
same.

When they were seated and placed their
tea orders with a drone, Sinclair began. “Under the circumstances,
I think we should consider you.”

“I believe Mary said her
younger brother wasn’t in the family business,” said Irene. “Are
you able to provide for Ignacio financially?”

Right to the point, then. “You’re
correct, I’m not in the family business. I’m an architect with New
Kilkenny’s top firm, and yes, I’m well situated financially. The
inheritance I received from my grandparents will keep me very
comfortably for the rest of my life.” Not to Mary’s standards,
perhaps, but Gabe wasn’t a profligate spender who worried about
status symbols such as living in a penthouse.

“A respectable career,”
said Sinclair to his son. “And you’d still be a Thorne.” Turning
back to Gabe, he asked, “What else can you tell us about
yourself?”

“I like fish, so I keep an
aquarium of them in my living room. I’m twenty-eight years old, I
love my job and hover soccer, I enjoy going to comedy shows, and
I’m learning to surf.”

Ignacio smiled ever so slightly. His
parents did not. Irene pressed on. “Does that mean you don’t plan
to take a more active role in your family’s business since your
sister died?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Mum, I could need an
anchor within days,” said Ignacio. “Do you really think you’re
going to find someone better?”

Irene didn’t reply. Her husband
glanced at her, communicating something with his eyes. “Ignacio is
nineteen. He’ll make a fine husband, very agreeable. Of course he’s
never been with anyone.”

Dear God, they were talking about
their son’s virginity as a selling point in a business deal. It was
fortunate that the tea arrived, because it gave Gabe a chance to
think of a reply without expletives and insults to their
parenting.

He’d always assumed that love would
precede any eventual marriage. Now, considering what Ignacio would
face for a future sold off to the next convenient rich person to
express interest, he began to reconsider. The poor young man was
cute, sweet, and for some reason appeared to trust Gabe, who for
his part was quite drawn to Ignacio.

His mother always said he had a hero
complex.

“I wouldn’t be demanding,”
said Ignacio, as though that was Gabe’s concern. “Really, all I’d
ask is that you didn’t bring other lovers into a bedroom we
share.”

Hell, this guy had no expectation of
being treated well at all, did he? While in no way averse to the
occasional threesome, Gabe was at heart mostly monogamous. He never
envisioned an open marriage, and though he understood the
practicality in an arranged match it still wasn’t his first choice.
He’d rather see if he and Ignacio could be happy
together.

So, he was really considering this,
then.

“If that’s too much,”
began Ignacio, “it’s negotiable.”

“No, it’s not too much at
all. I’m just taking this all in.” Ignoring the parents, he focused
on Ignacio. “Do you really want me as your anchor?”

The answer was firm and calm.
“Yes.”

Sinclair cleared his throat. “I assume
you’d be willing to provide Ignacio with the remaining third of his
wedding gift.”

Fuck. All about the money with these
people, never mind their son’s future.

“He’s kindly agreed that
he won’t need it.” Irene said this as though it was the most
natural thing in the world.

“How much is outstanding?”
The words were so repugnant Gabe barely got them out.

“One point seven million
credits.”

Gabe enlarged the touchscreen on his
watch and went to his banking information. After moving the credits
from his investment account to his everyday account, he pulled up
an interpersonal transfer form. It would take a small chunk of his
inheritance (quite a bit more than the cost of his condo, in fact)
and he usually wasn’t such a rash spender. This was an exception
because he was dealing with a human life.

“You can fill in your
information and I’ll authorize the transfer immediately,” he
said.

Ignacio’s eyes lit up. He really was a
sweet guy. “You’ll take me?”

“Yes. You’ll be well
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