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Chapter One

July, 2165

The fuel cell car stuttered one last time before it came to a dead halt.

330HDVH 1R ~ )UD\Dio8 buttanVodt@ll $h& ot lvdLahdther
shudder from the engine.

3&UDS &UDS &UDS " 6KH UHVWHG KHU IRUHK

She never ran out of hydrogen. Damn Gene. This was all his fault. If he
KDGQYW FRQIHVVHG KLV DIIDOhel penefikg partyy §heD Z
ZRXOGQTW KDYH UXVKHG RII OLNH WKDW 1RZ V
in Zone 11, previously known as France, without a purse, ePad or phone. If the
FDU ZDVQYW VXFK DQ DQFLHQW RmiRd@HMuNiaMnZ R X ¢
system, but the cheaper hydrogen rental was all she could afford.

The rumbling of thunder made her lift her head to look warily at the sky.
*UHDW 7KLV ZDV MXVW ZKDW VKH QHHGHG W
Domfront. She glanced in the diten of the woods to her left. There was a
shortcut through the green zone, the old Mortain forest that exited on the
southern border of the village. If she ran, she could make it in thirty minutes. It
was her only option. No one would know where to lémkher and it would be
dark soon. She sighed. This is what you got from driving around mindlessly in
an emotional state.

$ SOXPS GURS H[SORGHG RQ WKH ZLQGVKL
$QGHUVRQ °

Fraya scurried from the Q9, heard the automatic lock atetiasnd walked
briskly to a sign she noticed a little way up the road.

When she felt a drop on her face, she swore. How could she have been s
irresponsible? It was completely unlike her. Then again, her-tode telling
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her he had slept with his highheol sweetheart was a first. She didn’t even

want to come to Zone 11. It was Gene who had insisted they takenzapng
holiday in one of the last green zones left, what used to be Normandy, and
invite their closest friends and family to join them hemnd ¢hen in Zone 13, in

the city of New Monte Carlo, for an oldshioned engagement party. Gene’s

father had sacrificed a frightening number of points to enable them all to
change zones for two weeks. It was, in her opinion, a terrible waste that made
her feel guilty. Those points could have fed hungry people, or advanced
research. Besides, she hated big parties. What she really hated, was the idea of
facing Zita. She should hate Gene, but realized with a pang that his cheating
bothered her less than hemhitiation.

Another few wet blobs on her arms and her head, the interval between
them shorter now, paused her thoughts as she increased her pace. Fraya stoppe
in front of the signboard she had seen from the car. It indicated the entry point
of one of theforest footpaths. It was prohibited to be in the green zones after
dark, and if caught, she could be detained and lose her license to study, but it
was either risk it, or stick it out in the car on a deserted road. Without giving it
further thought, Frayppgged down the narrow trail.

It was raining hard now. Her summer sandals, white shorts and-8hirtT
weren’t exactly suitable hiking gear, especially not in this kind of weather. She
had to slow her pace when her feet started slipping in her shogsth®rdharp
pebbles prevented her from continuing barefoot. A mossy patch almost had her
flat on her back. She swore under her breath again.

After another ten minutes her hair was plastered to her face and a steady
rivulet ran down her back. Her body shigd in protest to the storm that
assaulted her skin with sharp pricks of water. Fraya blinked the drops away and
kept her eyes focused on the ground in front of her. They had been for a walk
on this very same pathGene and sheonly two days ago. Why did Heve to
have an attack of conscience and tell her? It would have been easier if he had
kept his mouth shut. The obscenity of that sentiment stuck another warning
spike in her wheel of thoughts.

The trees and shrubs around her dripped with water canatied their
leaves to the muddy forest floor on which she carefully contemplated her step.
The musty, damp smell she remembered from her previous visit was replaced
with the fragrance of wet soil and fern. The path snaked through a towering
gorge before bemag toward the river. The rain washed out the sound of the
waterfall that lay ahead, but she knew it was near when the rapids came into
sight. Fraya stopped at the edge of the water. The wooden bridge was flooded.

“Abh, just great.”



The Astronomer

She stood, hands on hkips, inspecting the only means of crossing the
streaeam. 7THFKQLFDOO\ LW ZDVQTW HYHQ D EULGJ}
nailed together spanned over the water. It looked more like a pirate walking
plank from olden days.

Well, there was only one way forwar8wiftly, she removed her sandals.
Clasping them in one hand, she lifted the other to give herself a sense of
balance as she stepped onto the slimy wood.

7KH ZDWHU IORZ ZDV ZHDN EXW VKH GLGQYW
the chute at the end of thapids. She put one foot cautiously in front of the
other. Only a few more paces. She bit her lip in concentration.

3:DWFK RXW ~

The male voice calling out above the noise of the storm and the rapids
made her jerk her head up. She squinted against theararthere he was, his
red T-shirt standing out like a lighthouse in a grey sea. She gasped. He clung to
the wall of a cliff forming part of the gorge, his feet far apart and his hands
gripping a ledge.

37R \RXU OHIW ~

Comprehension came a second too #teshe saw the tree stump carried
her way by the stream. A scream escaped her throat the same instant the trun
swept her feet from under her.

Fraya was aware of the icy coldness as she plummeted into the water, anc
of her shoes being ripped from her haAdsharp pain infiltrated her skull, and
then the clouds rolled in over her and her bleak day turned black.

* % % %

(PLOLR ZDWFKHG LQ KRUURU DV ZKDW KH KD
head disappeared under the water and he only saw it for an instemasghe
drifted toward the rapids, in the direction of the waterfall. Disregarding all
security measures, he unclipped the safety cable from his harness and, firmly
grasping the rope in his gloved hands, almost free fell to the bottom.

With no small meaxUH Rl UHOLHI KH QRWLFHG WKH
become entangled in the reeds, her face turned upward. Plucking the restrainin
harness from his body, he sprinted the few yards to the edge of the stream an
managed to hook his hands under the armBeofémale, pulling her to safety.

He panted as he lowered her onto the wet grass. A finger on a jugular vein
in her neck ensured him she was alive. Emilio did a fast check for neck or back
injuries and when he was certain it was safe to move her, he drbppdead
back, pinched her nose shut and put his mouth over hers, blowing air into her
OXQJV 6KH FRXOGQTW KDYH VZDOORZHG WRR |
under him after two breaths.
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Her eyes flew open and she stared at him as if he was & §heshad the
darkest brown eyes he had ever seen, especially for a blonde like her, and for a
moment, he almost forgot himself and the situation. When she moaned and
coughed, he tore his gaze from hers and moved his hands over her body in
confident stroks, checking for broken bones. Satisfied, he turned her on her
side until the coughing eased, and then rolled her onto her back again.

3$UH \RX DOULJKW"’

Her huge eyes, pools of hot, liquid chocolate, stared at him. Her body
trembled. She should be freegjmrand hurting, not to mention suffering from
shock. Something inside of him came undone. It was a sensation so foreign he
UHFRLOHG DODUPHG E\ WKH LQWHQVLW\ RI D I
Emilio had an urge to inch closer again, a protecatigsire to wrap his arms
DURXQG KHU EXW VKH VXUSULVHG KLP ZLWK WK
ILQH ~

31R ~ +H SXVKHG KHU GRZQ ZKHQ VKH WULHG \
D FRQFXVVLRQ ~

$ IJURZQ SOD\HG EHWZHHQ WKRVH el @areR ol FD W
WKLQNLQJ"’

Her clear voice washed over him. He was almost enchanted, until her
words registered.

+H UDLVHG DQ H\HEURZ 3:KDW ZDV , WKLQNL
:KDW LQ WKH GHYLOYV QDPH DUH \RX GRLQJ RXW

She brushed his hands away and pouted, drawing his attention to her full
lips, their sensuous arch now drawn into an expression of annoyance.

3<RX GLVWUDFWHG PH ,WTV \RXU IDXOW , IH
were you doing hanging from a cliffinth UDLQ""

'"HVSLWH KLPVHOI (PLOLR VPLOHG 7KLV WLPH
Why did he get the impression it would be fruitless to convince her to keep
still? Blood diluted with raindrops ran down the side of her face.

His hand went to her hair,iping the blonde strands away to inspect a cut
DERYH KHU HDU 3<RXfUH LQMXUHG , GRQTW WK
JR WR D KHDOWK FHQWHU IRU D VFDQ ~

6KH WXUQHG KHU KHDG DEUXSWO\ ZDUGLQJ
KHDOWK FHQWH®& WR IKHVWKS 3, WROG \RX TP ILQ

He got to his feet to give her a hand, and just as well, because her knees
buckled a second before he caught her.

6KH JURDQHG 32XFK 6KLW ~

3$UH \RX VXUH \RXYJfUH DOULJKW"’

3, WKLQN , WZLVWHG DQ DQNOH ZKHQ , IHOO °

He WKRXJKW IRU D PRPHQW 3 WJOO EH GDUN V
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GU\ ZKHUH ZH FDQ VKHOWHU XQWLO VRPHRQH F

She put her foot down, stepped on it and flinched.

+H VLIKHG 3, FDQ VHH \RXT @ tdd iKddirdg&UsGdk H D
her own goodhe added in his mind.

S7TKDQNV IRU WKDW XQQHHGHG SV\FKRORJLFD

3, P QRW JRLQJ WR DUJXH ZLWK \RX LQ WKH
WKH ZRRGV 7KHUHTV DQ DEDQGRQHG FKXUFK Q

Without bothering with further exptations, he scooped her up in his
arms. She was really small. He wondered about her age. Judging by the fullnes:
of her breasts she was no teenager. Still, she looked very young.

Within five minutes they stood in front of the ancient, stone building. The
door was locked, but it only took two firm kicks before they were inside.

Emilio deposited her on a stone bench and took stock of the building.

7KH SHWLWH ZRPDQ FDXJKW KLV H\H DQG JDY
an international museum dating baok1200 BC and you just broke down the
GRRU -

+H VKUXJJHG 3,100 KDYH LW IL[HG ,W zZDV H
He motioned to her breasts, the inviting peaks pressing against the wet fabric of
her TVKLUW 3$QG \RXfUH FROG, GRQ DPWRNHG DD
EXLOG D ILUH ZLWK XQOHVV , PDQDJH WR EUHD

6KH FURVVHG KHU DUPV 33$QG QRZ \RX ZDC
PRQXPHQW"’

He regarded her for a moment. For someone shivering as violently as she
was, she was way too waed about a building when she should be concerned
for herself.

S/LVWHQ EDE\ EHOLHYH LW RU QRW , §i WU\
DFWLYDWHG WKH SKRQH IXQFWLRQDOLW\ RQ KL

31R 7

The way her head shot up madenHook at her with renewed attention.
3$UH \RX LQ VRPH NLQG RI WURXEOH""

She shook her head.

+H SURSSHG KLV KDQGV RQ KLV KLSV 3<RX
ZHUH GRLQJ RQ WKDW EULGJH RQ D GD\ OLNH W

6KH VLIKHG DQG VXGGH @@an GuRd® hybrégewdntd H G
took the shortcut through the forest to the village. You go along and make your
ZD\ EDFN ,Y100 ILQG P\ RZQ °

+H ODXJKHG 3<RXTUH WRWDOO\ ULGLFXORX
DQ\ZKHUH RQ WKDW DQNOH FDQXIWWIHKIDY MRRJ E
RzQ ,I \RXYfUH QRW DUUHVWHG \RXfOO IUHH]H

6KH VWDUWHG WR VHHP QHUYRXV VR KH VD
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VHULDO NLOOHU ,I \RX ZRQTW OHW PH FDOO DQ
you, at leastletrfl KHOS \RX EDFN WR WRZQ °
He watched as she bit her lip.
3$OULJIJKW ~ VKH VDLG DIWHU D VKRUW SDXVH
VLGH RI WKH ZRRGV ,Y00 EH WKDQNIXO LI \RX FI|
Emilio deactivated his phone and lifted her into hissaonce more. She
weighed almost nothing. In fact, she fitted perfectly in the cradle of his arms.
He had a thing for short women, but this one woke plenty of things inside of
KLP KH FRXOGQYW H[SODLQ
3'R \RX EHOLHYH LQ GHVWLQ\"f. KH VDLG VXUS
31R " VKH vDLG KHU WRQH FROG 3RQO\ LQ WK
Despite her icy demeanor, he felt her hiding her face in his chest as soon as
they walked back into the rain. He grinned. She was a very pretty girl with a
very cocky attitude. Angberfect breasts. Emilio pulled his arms tighter around
her to shelter her with his body from the onslaught of the weather.



Chapter Two

They made it to the forest exit in twenty minutes. Fraya was sorry for the
loss of warmth as the muscled mart per back on her feet in the pouring rain.
She shivered and hugged herself.

He wiped a dark fringe from his eyes, pushing back his wet, sheulder
length hair, and regarded her with something like curiosity through the drops of
rain.

“This is my car.” He threw a thumb over his shoulder to a sleek, black
fully electric A-Cell parked in the otherwise empty lot. “T can drive you to the
food bar.”

“Thank you. That’1l be kind.”

He unlocked the door and helped her into the passenger side. She watche
him from haded eyes as he took the driver’s seat. The Lycra exercise pants did
nothing to hide his powerful legs. His wetshirt clung to his broad chest and
well defined abs.

As Fraya studied him, she became aware of a curious sensation. She ha
first felt it when he had had his hands all over her, assumingly examining her
for injuries. It became a bit more pronounced in the church, but she had written
it off to nerves. This was more than jitters. Her breasts felt heavy and her womb
contracted with an anticipatospasm. What was wrong with her? This couldn’t
be normal. Something got seriously screwed up when she plunged into the colc
water. Or could it have something to do with the man next to her? She regardec
him cautiously, her curiosity piqued.

“I told you how I got caught in the woods in the rain. You still haven’t told
me what you were doing rock climbing in bad weather.”

He started the engine and turned the heater on full blast. “Ah, so you
noticed the rock climbing? I thought you said you didn’t know what I was
doing on that cliff.”
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3, WV D ELW KDUG WR PLVV WKH JHDU $QG ,T°
LWV D SRSXODU VSRW IRU DEVHLOLQJ ~$ WK
HTXLSPHQW" <RX OHIW LW EHKLQG ~

+H VPLOHG 321R ZRUULHWHWYOO JR EDFN IRU L\

S7TKDQNV IRU KHOSLQJ PH =~ ,W ZDVQYW IDLU I|
and hair that black. Not that she should be noticing.

S'RQMTW PHQWLRQ LW °

S6R URFN FOLPELQJ LVQTW DGYHQWXURXV HQ
ZKHQ WKH VN\fV IDOOLQJ GRzZQ"’

His ODXJK zZDV GHHS KLV YRLFH VHQVXDO 31R
ZHDWKHU IRUHFDVWY &DQYW WUXVW WKHP :DVC
D TXDUWHU RI WKH ZD\ GRZQ WKDW FOLII ZKHQ L

37KRVH FORXGY GLG PRYH LQ SUHWW\ IDVW

36 R ZKDW DUH \RX JRLQJ WR GR RQFH ,fYH GU

She reflected for a moment. Her plan was to beg a call from the owner for
a cab to drive her back to her guesthouse for her purse. Then she would go to a
gas station, get some hydrogen, godrescue her car. She realized that in her
current disabled state her plan was impractical. The car rental company was in
Isis, the city that was also known as Paris. If she called them and they managed
to send someone out, even someone from a neartsnsett, it would cost a
IRUWXQH LQ SRLQWYV SRLQWV VKH GLGQTW KDYF
way she was speaking to him.

6KH WXUQHG WR WKH VWUDQJHU 3R \RX WKL
car started? | was going to call a taxi fromteBeDU EXW«" 6KH ORRN
ankle.

+H VWXGLHG KHU KLV EOXH H\HV TXHVWLRQI
FOHDU 6R \RX KDYH QR RQH ZKR FDQ FRPH WR \F

31R " VKH VDLG ZLWKRXW PHHWLQJ KLV JD]H 3

37KLV LV JRLQJ WeRribleRNCRYGhuD WiniHis B gil like you
GRLQJ LQ D YLOODJH OLNH WKLV DORQH"

3+ROLGD\ " ZzDV DOO VKH VDLG 6KH GLGQYW I|
too long and complicated. It was easier to throw the question back at him.
3<RXTUH QRWHWHEPRKVHHWIKQJIV \RX WR 1RUPDQG\"
3+ROLGD\ " +H IODVKHG D VHW RI SHUIHFW ZKL
DFWLRQ LV WR JR JHW K\GURJHQ DQG ILOO XS \R
3<HS " 6KH VKRRN KHU KHDG HDJHUO\
3:KHUHYV KRPH"

S*XHVWKRXVH ~

I YH % XW TP JRLQJ QRZKHUH OLNH WKLV "~ K
FORWKHY 3:DQG QHLWKHU VKRXOG \RX %HVLGH
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PD\ FDWFK SQHXPRQLD °

She looked down and flushed. Her wesHirt was practically sedarough.

She crossedHd DUPV RYHU KHU FKHVW 3:KDW GR \RX

3, P JRLQJ EDFN WR P\ KRWHO IRU GU\ FORW
<RX ORRN OLNH \RX FDQ GR ZLWK D VZHDWHU °

6KH GLGQW KDYH PXFK RI D FKRLFH 6KH ZR
changed and fetcheaha jersey or something. Besides, she was shivering from
head to toe and her fingers were numb from the cold. Her head started hurting
too and her skin throbbed above her ear. And then there were other physica
DFKHVY VKH GLGQMW FDUH WR H[DPLQH

3) L Q He'salKlaying her head back.

6KH IHOW KLV KDQG RQ KHU DUP 3*RG ZRPDQC
VXUH \RXTUH DOULJKW"’

6KH WXUQHG KHU KHDG WRZDUG KLP 37R WHC(

+H UHPRYHG KLV KDQG WR SXWENKH OO LYW
GU\ DQG ZDUP VRRQ °

6KH KDWHG WR EH FDOOHG pPEDE\Y HVSHFLDC
GLGQTW KDYH WKH VWUHQJWK WR REMHFW +HI
the vehicle and headed for the center of Domfront.

He parked irfront of the largest hotel on the main square. It was one of the
only ancient buildings in the West World that had escaped the onslaught of
modern stacked dorm constructions as the need for housing had started tc
outweigh the value of historic monumenisridg the last century. Half of the
castle was a museum, while the other half had been converted into a luxury
hotel to pay for its upkeep. The modern plaza with its colorful statues now
looked bleak through the curtain of rain.

S5HDG\ IRU DQRMKKUHRXMS WKW VWRUP" ,WTO(
SURPLVH WR KXUU\ "~ +H JDYH KHU D UHDVVXULQ

3,00 zZzDLW LQ WKH FDU ,I \RX GRQMW PLQC
EULQJ LW ZLWK \RX ZKHQ \RX FRPH EDFN ~

37TKHUHYV QR ZD\ LQ KHOO 1 $tateOYolr Yeet Are R X
FKDWWHULQJ &RPH XSVWDLUV , VDLG ,Y1G JHW

Fraya was about to protest again, but he was already getting out of the cal
and coming around to her side. Before she could open her mouth, he had the
door open and liftecher into his arms. Protesting loudly as he carried her
through the busy hotel lobby and into the lift only attracted curious stares from
the staff and other guests.

When the elevator doors closed behind them, she wiggled to free herself,
but he held heiighter.

3<RX FDQ SXW PH GRZQ °
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+H JDYH KHU D GHYLOLVK VPLOH 3, GRQYfW zZD

6KH IHOW KHU FKHHNV JURZ KRW 3 RQTW MRN|

3, P QRW ~ KH VDLG ZLWK D WZLQNOH LQ KL
SOHDVH" 0\ KDQGV DUH RFFXSLHG -

She thought it betteW R LIJIQRUH KLV FRPPHQW 3:KLFK C

37RS IORRU "~ +H JULQQHG GRZQ DW KHU 3<RX}

37TKDWYV D SHUVRQDO TXHVWLRQ ~

S:HYUH LQ D NLQG RI D SHUVRQDO SRVLWLRQ °

She swallowed. Why the hell did her blood pressure suddenly shoot
throughthe roof? Thankfully the lift pinged and the doors opened. He carried
her down the hallway to the only door on that level. Was it her imagination, or
did he just brush his hand over her bottom?

3, W ZLOO EH HDVLHU LI \RX SXW PH GRZQ \RX

He frowned but he did lower her to the ground to push his thumb onto the
electronic identity pad on the wall. A welcome message ran over the screen,
IROORZHG E\ WKH HYHQLQJYV GLQQHU RSWLRQV
guesthouse was synthetic. Had to be expensi eat here. He opened the door
WR ZKDW VHHPHG OLNH D YHU\ ODUJH VXLWH 3+]

J)UD\DTV PRXWK IHOW GU\ $OULJKW 6KH RQO\
SXW RQ DQG JR EDFN GRZQVWDLUV DV IDVW DV
reactions worrid her. It seemed to multiply when he touched her. Being alone
ZLWK KLP LQ KLV KRWHO URRP ZDVQTYW D FOHYI
NLOOHU EXW RQH QHYHU NQHZ WKHVH GD\V
worried her. Only a sweater, she reassuretself. When she started to hop
forward on one leg he placed a hand on her arm.

3+ROG RQ EDE\ " +H OLIWHG KHU OLNH VKH 7Z
kicked the door shut and deposited her on a sofa facing a gigantasbidned
four-poster bed.

S3<RX¥KRXOG NQRZ , GRQTW OLNH WR EH FDO
VWUDQJHUYV ~

His sardonic eyes laughed at her, she was sure.

3,00 NHHS WKDW LQ PLQG "~ KH VDLG

JUD\D JODQFHG DURXQG WKH HOHJDQW URRP
ever accumulatedinHU OLIH DQG PRUH 31LFH VXLWH ~’

S3BHQWKRXVH EXW QRW P\ VW\OH ~ +H GLVDSS|
with a towel, which he handed her.

31R"” 6KH ZDVQIYW JRLQJ WKeW H@iGhitilele W KD
staying in the cheapest stack dorm guesthousewn, ttheir room a concrete
FXELFOH ZLWK JUH\ ZDB ORVXDQGVNORRUV 3:KDW

S0ORGHUQ °

10
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S'RQIW \RX IHHO MXVW D OLWWOH ELW RI D W
eleventh century? This is one of the only original buildings in Zone 11 that was
SUHVHUYHG \RX NQRZ ~

+H FKXFNOHG 37\SLFDO ZRPDQ WR VHH RQO\
GDPS DQG WKH ZLULQJ LV D PHVV ~

32K~ 6KH VWDUHG DW KLP DQG IRUJRW ZKDW
something clever and reprimanding. Instead, she loakéds face, his mass of
dark hair falling to his shoulders, the tightness of his pants around his thighs
DQG« +HU H\HV VKRW EDFN WR KLV IDFH DV VKI
undressing the man with her eyes. A wititg flame flowered in her bell

He grinned, as if he knew where her thoughts were dwelling. She looked
away quickly and started toweling her hair.

3, P JRLQJ WR JHW ULG RI WKHVH-YHIWMWUWKER
WKHQ ,100 UXQ \RX D ZDUP VKRZHUW QJRVRXZHHD U

6KH MHUNHG KHU KHDG XS LQ DODUP 3, GRQ"
VRPHWKLQJ GU\ ~

3:HTOO ERWK JHW ZDUP FOHDQ DQG GU\ ILUV

He went back into what she assumed to be the bathroom. Fraya looked a
the door She could hear him fiddling around, opening and closing what
sounded like cupboard doors. She should leave. She was about to get up whe
he reappeared to open more doors and drawers in the room, going through th
antique armoire in the corner and a saste lying open on a chest. With those
I\FUD SDQWYVY VFXOSWXULQJ KLY DVV VKH FRXOC
nice ass. She tore her gaze away from him, pretending to be looking at the view
through the window.

3, IRXQG VRPHWKLQJ WKDWY{0OO GR °

Shenearly chocked when she turned her head back to him. A burning
arrow pierced the base of her spine. He had pulled 4sisirT over his head,
revealing a set of muscles that would make any male model envious, dustec
with dark chest hair that disappeared itk LV KDSS\ WUDLO GRZQ

Her eyes shot up, just in time to catch the amusement in his, as he watchec
her sizing up his body. At least he was a gentleman about it, not commenting
except for holding up a Foreigner TwerSgcond Century Band Tourshirt
and a grey sweater.

37KLV DOULJKW"”

6KH FOHDUHG KHU WKURDW 37KDQN \RX ~

:KDW WKH KHOO ZDV ZURQJ ZLWK KHU" 6KH F
was getting engaged to be mated. This was starting to freak her out. The soone
she could get away, the better

6KH JRW XS VXSSRUWLQJ KHUVHOI RQ WKH D

11
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+H UXVKHG WR KHU VLGH GURSSLQJ WKH FOF
IDVW /HW PH KHOS \RX ~

3, P QRW DQ LQYDOLG "~ VKH VDLG EXW KHU |
started thobbing painfully with her sudden movement. A burst of strange need
KDG KHU FOHQFKLQJ KHU WKLJKYV 7KH XQWLPHO
pain. It seemed to amplify it. She groaned.

3, FDQ VHH WKDW %XW \RXTfUH LQMXUHG °

He moved until he stood abmt against her, their bodies a hair width apart.

He was much taller, so that her eyes locked onto his powerful torso, and she
FRXOG VHH KLV FKHVW PRYH ZLWK WKH IDVW LQ\
pumping furiously, the beat echoed in her aghgkull. She felt herself heating

from the inside out, her cold forgotten, her trembling now not related to the
weather at all. She held her breath in a futile effort to stop the erratic little gulps
that had replaced her normal respiration.

What the hdlwas wrong with her? This had never happened before. She
had a long friendship with Gene before they got engaged. Falling head over
heels in love was not her thing. Neither was getting weaeded for a man she
GLGQTW NQRZ IURP $GDP

He brushed her long Weaway from her face and grabbed it in a ponytail
DW WKH EDVH RI KHU QHFN 3, QHHG WR FKHFN V
ILUVW &DQYW VHH DQ\WKLQJ WKURXJK WKH PXG

Only then did she look at the mirror on the wall. She flinched. Vehat
lovely mess she was. Her hair was tangled, brown with soil and full of sticks
and shafts of grass from the reeds. There was a little bit of blood on the side of
KHU IDFH $V IRU WKH UHVW RI LW VKH FRXOG!
streaks covenig her cheeks and chin.

3& RPH ~ +LV YRLFH ZDV JHQWOH 3,100 FOHDQ

6KH JDSHG DW KLP 3<RXTOO ZKDW"" VKH ILQD

Instead of answering, he scooped her up and carried her to the bathroom.
He left her at a lostor words on the toilet seat while he turned the tap in the
shower on. A water shower? She had only ever had vapor showers.

3'ULQN WKDW ~ +H SRLQWHG DW D JODVV RI ZC
RI WKH EDVLQ 3,W ZLOO KHOS °

Glancing at the pharmaatical name on the white tablets, ensuring she
recognized the brand, she did as she was told before sneaking a look at his
broad back. Another flash erupted through her body with a burning sensation
that lingered in her spine. Holy crap. Only when steiéteréd into the cubicle,

did he turn and kneel in front of her.

3,00 KDYH WR KHOS \RX XQOHVV \RX ZDQW

IORRU ~
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Help her? A mental picture of them in the shower invaded her mind and
caused a fist of lust to punch her in tha.g

“Yes, just dump me on the floor.”

“Not a good idea. We’ll shower in our underwear. Alright?”

He seemed to be very good at giving reassuring smiles as he gently lifted
her arms and pulled her wet shirt over her head. Her skin burned under his
fingertips

This was so not happening. Her arms went around her breasts. She
watched as he dropped her dirty shirt on the floor before bending over her, his
hands going to the waistband of her shorts.

She wanted to protest, to pull away, to insult him even, butadsshe
found her body arching forward, obeying the silent command of his hands
when he tugged on the clip button and pulled down the zip.

“Lift your ass,” he said.

Like a hypnotized snake dancing to the flute player’s tune, she lifted
herself on her armgist enough for him to slip the pants over her hips, down
her legs, and over her ankles. Thank goodness she was wearing her new pusl
up bra and matching French panties. NO. What on earth was she thinking? He
picked up her injured foot to study it and, whHenhad felt his way around her
ankle, his hand smoothed up her calf.

“Such a pity to blotch such a perfect skin,” he mused. “You’re already
turning blue.”

He straightened abruptly and stripped the black cycling shorts from his
narrow hips, pushing them ew his muscular thighs, until it ended up on the
same heap as her soiled garments.

She was almost too terrified of her reaction to glance at his black briefs,
but she couldn’t help the magnetic force that pulled her eyes in that direction.

Fraya thought shsaw his lips twitch, ever so fleetingly. Without another
word he picked her up and carried her into the shower. He positioned her body
against the wall and adjusted the spray of the water to fall over her shoulders. It
was pure, delicious heaven. She ete#d with mesmerized fascination as he
took a sponge and soaped her body. She flinched as his fingers moved over he
ribs.

He turned her sideways. “You’re blue everywhere,” he said, almost
sounding angry.

She gasped as his fingers trailed a path to therlmarve of her breast.

The heat diffused in her body was now near painful. Watching her with guarded
eyes, he moved the sponge over the sensitive mounds, teasing her through th
fabric of her bra, and she couldn’t help but close her eyes. She had to make it

stop. It took all her willpower to grab his arm and move it away.
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3, P QRW LQMXUHG WKHUH ~ VKH VQDSSHG
+H GLGQYW DSRORJL]H IRU KLV ZDQGHULQJ IL
LQ KLV KDQG DQG WLOWHG KHU KHDG 3jgiRayy RLQ.

VWLQJ " +H WRRN WKH VKRZHU QR]]JOH IURP LW
smoothing back her hair.

She uttered a cry as the water burned the cut where her head had taken a
knock.

S6RUU\ ° KH VDLG VPLOLQJ DSRORJHWLFDOQO
flattening over her tummy, as if he could sense her discomfort and spasms. The
warmth of his palm sent shockwaves over her skin. They exploded and rippled
to a part of her body that begged for release. She needed to get out of here. Her
body shook, her knedmttling to carry her weight. Even as she braced her back
against the wall, moving away from him, her hips tilted forward. Her mind was
going to dissolve. She could feel reason slipping away. She gazed up at him in
awed shock, biting her lip so hard shst¢al blood. What was going on? That
knock had crippled her brain.

32K EDE\ " KH VDLG JURDQLQJ DQG UHVWLAQ.
WHDVH PH E\ SXVKLQJ \RXU WKLJKV DJDLQVW PH
SURPLVH WKDW ,Y00 NBHS P\ KDQGV WR P\V

6KH IROORZHG KLV JD]JH DQG VXFNHG LQ KHU
KDUG« , PHDQ«’

+H ODXJKHG VRIWO\ EXW KLV YRLFH zZzDV VWU
\RX ~

He studied her, his eyes sharp and clever. Of course she was. It was a bit
hard to d&Q\ ZKHQ \RX KDG \RXU SHOYLV SUHVVHG L(
your thigh draped around his ass. She tried to flatten herself further against the
wall and turned her head away.

3, P VRUU\ |, GRQIYW NQRZ ZKDW FDPH RYHU P
my hHDG ~ 6KH ORRNHG EDFN DW KLP DQG ZKLPSI
ZLWK PH" :KDW GLG \RX GR WR PH"’

+H WRRN KHU IDFH EHWZHHQ KLV KDQGV 3, G
WKLQJ WR PH ~

3, VKRXOG JR 7KLV IULJKWHQV PH ~

He kissed her forehead. A wave ofdlgrable want crashed over her.

3, NQRZz EDE\ 6WD\ /HW PH PDNH LW DOULJKV

STKHUHYTY VRPHWKLQJ ZURQJ ZLWK PH 7KH IDC

S'RQTW OLH DERXW ZKDW \RX IHHO <RX NQRZ
LW VLQFH ,fYH ODLGQPWKD®@®GWRWRHVWR X, FDQ VHH
hand stroked up her thigh, cupping her hip, sending a delicious shiver through
KHU 3, FDQ IHHO LW XQGHU P\ SDOPV ~
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6KH VKRRN KHU KHDG 3, GRQYW NQRZ ZKDW{
another attack weakehG KHU NQHHYV 3, FDQYW ~ VKH ZKLYV

His stare was imploring. Suddenly a dark, predatory look came over him.
He took her left wrist and turned it up. He closed his eyes fleetingly and
breathed in. His thumb brushed over the untainted skin.

3<RX GRYPMW KKIDUN <RXYUH QRW PDWHG 7Kt
PH""

She grasped for the final shred of reason that remained in her dazed mind
37KLV LVQIYW ULJKW , GRQTW GR WKLQJV OLNH
VWXIl«’

30 XW \RX ZD QW VHlRIgnsl | Mad ih yet bddyrare anything to
JR E\ \RXTUH VXIIHULQJ DV PXFK DV , DP °

3-XVW OHW PH JHW RXW RI KHUH 3OHDVH °

+H ZDWFKHG KHU IRU DQRWKHU PRPHQW EHIR

She nodded, not trusting her voice to speak.

He turned offtH ZDWHU 36WD\ WKHUH ~ +H UHDFKH
around her, before he tied another one around his waist.

6KH FRXOGQTW REMHFW DV KH OLIWHG KHU I
could only watch as he toweled her dry, carefully inspectimgntarks the
accident had left on her body.

Finally, gently wringing the water from her hair, he bent down and, when
she least expected it, brushed his lips over her jaw. It was almost her unmaking
Her hands found his shoulders, her nails digging intskiis as he scraped his
teeth down her neck.

She gasped, trying to push him away, the need and pain now unbearable
3<RXTUH WRUWXULQJ PH ~

+H LPPHGLDWHO\ OHW JR 3/RRN DW PH ~

She almost cried out, torn between guilt and need as she fought for control,
hereyes pinched shut, her only awareness the craving of her flesh.

+LV YRLFH GULIWHG EDFN WR KHU 3% DE\ OR

She opened her eyes reluctantly.

3'RHV LW IHHO OLNH D WKRXVDQG QDLOV DU
VRIWO\ 3/LNH \RXD QG LRXWYW IRV LGHY DUH EHLQ.J

6KH EOLQNHG 3+RZ GR \RX NQRZ"’

3% HFDXVH WKDWYV ZKDW \RX GR WR PH <RX
DOLYH $0Q0G LWYV JHWWLQJ ZRUVH 6LQFH ZHTVYI
spark to a fucking intolerableLUH -XVW OHW PH PDNH LW EH

3+RZ"" VKH DVNHG XQFHUWDLQO\ 3+RZ FDQ \F
HYHQ NQRZ ZKDWY{V ZURQJ ZLWK XV"’

+H VPLOHG ZU\O\ KLV JULQ QRZ DOPRVW D
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there’s something wrong with us. Maybe it’s just perfectly right.”

“You’re not talking any sense.”

“It’s not talking we want to do, and you know it.”

She was close to tears now, biting back the pain as it hit her between her
knees. “I can’t.”

“I’m at the end of my control, seeing you suffer like this.” His voice held a
warning. “Why won’t you? Tell me your reasons. Just let me assure you.”

Oh, she had reasons, alright. She belonged to another. “The guilt...”

His fingers enclosed on her wrist, the left arm, and brought it slowly to his
mouth. When hisips touched the flesh meant for the mating mark, her eyes
fluttered close. His wicked tongue licked over the spot, sending a shiver down
her spine that had her arching her back. Her control unraveled when he nipped
at her skin with his teeth. A cry escagest lips.

His other hand went to her hair, pulling back her head, exposing her ear for
his lips. His words breathed over her, soft brushes of air. “What if you don’t
have a choice? Would that take away the guilt?”

“I don’t understand.”

“If I tie you up, you won’t have a choice.”

“What?” Her eyes widened but the fire had already pooled out to every
crevice and peak of her body. Alarmed and surprised that his words had such an
effect on her, she took a step back and flinched when she put her weight on her
swollen ankle.

His grip tightened in her hair. “You’re frightened. Of your feelings. We’ll
play a game. I’ll tie you to my bed so that I can take you, do with you as I
please. You won’t have control. And you needn’t feel guilty.”

Her lips parted in both shk@nd excitement as she stared at him.

His finger traced her bottom lip. “You have a perfect mouth. And a perfect
body. You’re so small, so tiny.” He frowned. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-seven,” she said, her eyes fixed on his hypnotic mouth.

“Ah. Good.”

She pulled her arm free. “I should go.”

“How unlikely is it for two people to be out in a forest, in a foreign zone,
in a rainstorm, on exactly the same day, at exactly the same time? How unlikely
to feel, to burn, like we do?”

She shook her head in a wealempt at denial. “I don’t get what you’re
insinuating.”

“This was meant to be.”

She shook her head again and opened her mouth, but he placed a finger
over her lips. Convulsions of pleasure ripped through her. “Feel that. Feel what
my touch does to you.never do this kind of thing either.” His voice lowered.
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“I need you.”

“Oh God. I can’t do this.”

“You don’t have to do anything. Let me seduce you. I'll take care of
everything.”

Her body was a trembling mass. “You don’t understand. ’'m—"

“I have to have you. I feel like I’ll die if I don’t. I swear to God, this is the
first time I’m saying this to someone, the first time ’'m feeling this ... this ...
craziness. And it’s killing me. Give me your control. That’s all 'm asking.” He
closed the space she had pettsleen them. “I could take your control with one
kiss. I know I can, because that’s how close I am to losing mine. But I don’t
want to steal it. [ want you to give it to me.”

His closeness was like a powerful drug. She felt her strength falter as her
needspiked. “I don’t like not to be in control.”

“You only have to say the word, and I’ll untie you. I won’t do anything
you don’t want, or like.”

She was crazy, for sure, because for an insane second she conjured a
image of her tied to his bed, his musclwady posed over her, and she felt her
breath quicken painfully.

“Trust me,” he said gently.

“And why would I trust a complete stranger?”

She looked at the door, but she already knew she wasn’t going anywhere.

The strange thing was that she did trust hilmeeré was no doubt in her mind he
would let her hop through the door right now if she wished. The problem was
that she couldn’t turn away from her bizarre craving. They both knew there was

no way either one of them could walk away.

Fraya guessed he had sethder hesitation, because he took it as his cue to
lift her and swiftly move into the bedroom, depositing her in front of the bed.

His hands went to the clasp of her bra, while his mouth went to her ear.
“There’s one condition. If you don’t intend to honor it, tell me now, and I’1l let
you go.”

She was beside herself with need. She was wild, panting. His hands
smoothed down her back and she dug her nails into her palms not to wrap he
legs around him and beg him for release. Her bra dropped to her lieet. S
craved him so badly she felt feverish. She wanted nothing more than to feel his
skin against hers, but he held her at arm’s length.

“Listen to me. This is important.”

She was going out of her mind and he was still talking?

“Open your eyes, baby. Just for a second. What did I say?”

“A condition?” she said in a haze, forcing her eyes to focus on his face.

“I don’t do holiday romances. Neither once-offs.” His hand slipped into
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KHU SDQWLHV IRUFLQJ WKH HODVWLF RYHU KHL
\RX DJDLQ DQG DJDLQ °

She moaned under his hot haAdscorching, burning, hands.

330HDVH ~ VKH EHJJHG 1RWKLQJ KDG HYHU IH

+H QLEEOHG DW KHU HDU 3R \RX JHW LW"’

6KH ZDV JRLQJ WR IDLQW 3<HV ~ VKH ZKLVSH!
orthe RWKHU IRU KLV FRQGLWLRQV QRZ 6KHYG VD
ORQJ DV KH GLGQTW VWRS

3, P JRLQJ WR WLH \RX XS QRZ EDE\ VR WKD
GLITHUHQW zZD\V 'R \RX XQGHUVWDQG"’

She nodded.

37HOO PH \RX ZDQW LW ~

3<HV ~ 2K MHY¥DOWHG LW PRUH WKDQ VKHYG ZD

+H SDXVHG 3/RRN DW PH "~ +H WRRN KHU FKLQ
ZDQW PH WR VWRS RU WR XQWLH \RX MXVW VD\

S0PP ~ 6KH SXVKHG KHU ER G\edhtbha@dg WtoKiisV D (
briefs, forcing it down H legs with hurried passion. She heard him gasp, and
felt herself being lifted and laid on his bed.
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