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Half an hour out of Tekeel, things started to go wrong.  There were a dozen first-water bloodstones in Seren’s pack, and the Carephalan authorities were still chasing their scaly tails behind her, while she’d slipped out silently from under their noses.  She was giddy with that, and with three days of practically no sleep, and a month of painstaking setup before that, knowing any wrong step could land her in a Carephalan stewpot.  But now she was out in the open skies, the steady beat of the flitter’s wings carrying her farther out of their reach very minute.  Nothing but wilderness beneath her, forest and brush and rolling hills, cut through occasionally with long stripes of bare rock.  No one to see where she’d come from or where she was going.
 
   The beat of the flitter’s wings faltered.  There was a sound of tearing metal, and the whole cabin lurched sickeningly to the right.  The safety belts bit into Seren’s chest as she wrenched the control yoke all the way to the left, trying to compensate.  With her other hand she hugged the pack with the bloodstones to herself.  She must’ve grabbed it by instinct when things in the cabin started sliding around.  She wasn’t going to lose them, not after everything . . .
 
   The flitter was dropping like a rock, leaving Seren’s stomach behind, several hundred feet above.  Damned useless piece of junk.  Why’d she try to get it into the air without checking—well, she knew why.  And the odds had been that it would be fine.  The dice hadn’t come up that way, that was all.  She extended the wings, tried to pull it into a glide, to aim for the relatively clear patch of ground she could see.  Her last thought before she blacked out was: All right, there’s been a bit of a setback, but I can fix—
 
    
 
   #
 
    
 
   "So," said someone.  "I see you've decided to live."
 
   Seren wasn’t in the flitter cabin; she was indoors, on a bed.  It was soft, and there was a pillow, and she was—
 
   "Could someone please explain why I'm tied to this bed?" she asked.
 
   There was a soft chuckle.  "Couple of reasons."  Seren turned her head and blinked the last of her sleep away.  She saw a tall man with a whipcord build; whatever spark of humor had prompted the chuckle and the sardonic observation about deciding to live was quickly smothered in his dark, hooded eyes.  "You came down in a patch of carrion-berry.  If you'd eaten any those, you'd be crazy violent until your heart burst."
 
   "And?"
 
   "Hm?
 
   "You said a couple of reasons.  What's the other one?"
 
   "Well, let it sit with that one.” The man looked away from her, a movement as telling as a stare would have been.  If he was the sort of man who thought an unconscious woman tied to his bed made a decorative accent . . . she could work with that.  She’d have to.  “You don't seem to be berry-crazed,” he went on, “so let's get you untied."
 
   His hands working the knots were strong and sure, and he barely touched her skin when he untied them.  Good hands for a safecracker, Seren thought irrelevantly.  The rope was soft, and while the knots had been secure, they hadn't been too tight.  She rubbed her wrists, and feeling came back quickly.
 
   "I'm Seren, by the way," she said.
 
   "Rain," replied the man, untying her legs.  "You're lucky you came down here; there isn't anyone else within a hundred miles of here in any direction, and more than that in most."
 
   Seren shook her head.  "Wasn't lucky to come down at all."
 
   "No, that wasn't a matter of luck.  That was clogged valve heads.  You shouldn't've been flying in that thing without an overhaul."
 
   "Was in a bit of a hurry," she said.
 
   "Take it that wasn't a matter of luck, either," said Rain.  He opened one of the cabinets, took out a pack, and put in on the table.  Her pack.  With her bloodstones.
 
   "Those are mine," she said, reaching for it.
 
   "I would be genuinely surprised if that was true," said Rain, but he didn't stop her from taking the bag and holding it on her lap. It would be impolite, to say the least, to take out the stones and examine them, but she could feel them through the pack, twelve, with the right shape and a reassuring heft.
 
   "They're mine now, anyway," said Seren.
 
   "By that logic, they could've been mine," said Rain.
 
   "Yeah, well, they're not.”  Which was a piece of bravado that Seren hoped Rain would buy, because she sure as hell wasn’t buying it.  What difference did it make if the bloodstones were in her lap or in the cabinet?  She was in his house on his bed, and even if she was untied—she eyed the hard muscles of his arms and back.  The bloodstones were just as much in his possession either way, whenever he chose to exercise it.  “Look; is there any chance that you can get me out to Norsteer?  I'll pay."
 
   “Your flit isn't in any shape to go anywhere,” said Rain with a shrug.  “Mine might get airborne, but it's been awhile since I've checked all the valves and indicators.  It'd be a few days before it'd be in any shape to go up.  And that's if this is a good idea, which I don't think it is.  If you go back to Tekeel, the Carephalans’ll let you loose in exchange for those stones, so long as it's within the five days."
 
   "Yeah," said Seren.  "But it's in not the nature of my profession to give gems back."
 
   "And crashing flitters is in the nature of your profession."
 
   The problem was that he was right about being the only person within a thousand miles.  And he had a working flitter.  Which he hadn't crashed.  "Point is, that's an incidental mistake.  Returning the gems would be a fundamental misunderstanding of what a jewel thief does."
 
   Rain sighed.  "Well," he said.  "I'll think about it.  Prefer to stay on the good side of the Carephalans.  But money comes in handy from time to time."  He hesitated.  "I'll be sleeping out in the barn; there's bread in the pantry, meat in the smokehouse, water in the well. Not much of anything else."
 
   "That'll be fine," said Seren.  "Thank you for what you've given me already."
 
   "Mm," said Rain.  "Seemed neighborly."
 
   "Five days?" she asked.  Her hands tightened around her pack as she said it—she wasn't going to give back the gems.  No possible chance of that happening.  But the hermit she'd crashed near seemed to think that it was a good idea, so she’d pretend to consider it.  "How long have I been out?"
 
   "Bit more than a day," said Rain.  "Your flitter came down maybe two miles from my cabin, and it took a little while to get out there and back."
 
   Seren nodded.  "Right.  I'd have to get back to Tekeel pretty soon, then—three days, and it's at least a half-day's flight."
 
   "Take most of the day, in my old crate.  I could probably get it up by tomorrow."  Rain shrugged.  "Worth thinking about, anyway."
 
   Seren thought about it.  Then she lay back down in bed and thought about other things.  the forests between Tekeel and Norsteer were deadly.  The fact that she'd managed to put down next to someone with a working flitter was nothing short of miraculous.  Nobody could live in these forests, but somehow, this Rain had.  Built a house too—the walls looked like they were made from hand-planed logs, every stick of furniture would've had to either have been made onsite, or flitted in over hours of rough terrain.  Whoever Rain was, he was good at what he did.
 
   But Seren was good at what she did, too.  And the nature of her profession was—you got a lucky break, you pushed it as far as it would go.  And no way was she going back to Tekeel.  No way.
 
   There was meat in the smokehouse, and bread in the pantry, and water in the well.  Seren took a weeks’ supply of each of those, the rifle hanging up on the wall, and ghosted out a window.  As she'd suspected, there was a lock on the flitter's hatch, and a seal-guard on the impeller.  Neither of them presented a problem.
 
   The flitter started, clean and quiet.  In addition to everything else that she owed Rain, she owed him for flitter maintenance.  On the other hand, jewel thieves weren't known for paying their debts.
 
   There were two fuel tanks, and they both showed full.  Time to fire the main chamber, and see how much a dozen first-water bloodstones would bring in the markets of Norsteer.  Bit of a setback, but she’d turned it around, made it work.
 
   She had to hurry, though.  Rain wouldn’t sleep through the sound of the chamber firing. As soon as the main engine showed clear, she started up the wings, smooth and strong, and took back to the sky.  Her luck was holding just fine.
 
   Maybe not so lucky for Rain, but that wasn't her problem.
 
   It was an older model, but it flew like a dream.  Only.  Norsteer was due north, but the compass wasn't turning.  He'd said that some of those gauges and indicators weren't working right.  It wasn't a problem, really, because there was the sun, and the stars; they'd get her there.
 
   Only there was something niggling at her once she figured out that she couldn't trust the compass.  She checked everything she could, checked again.  Fuel tanks were full, engine indicators all showed green, wings were still moving well.
 
   Fuel tanks were full.  They shouldn't've been full.  She'd been flying for three hours; they should've shown that.  If those indicators weren't working, that meant that she didn't know how much fuel she'd started with.  Could be they'd started full, and she'd be able to ride into Norsteer with a servicable flitter and a bag of bloodstones for sale.  Could be it wasn't going to get her all the way there, and she would die out in this godforsaken forest.
 
   Bit of a setback, for damn sure.  No choice but to hope that her luck’d last a little longer, because there was no way Rain was going to do anything for her now, not after she'd stolen his flitter.
 
   The indicator on the primary tank dropped all the way from full to empty between one wingstroke and the next.  No way Rain was going to do anything for her, but it was try to get back to him or die once the provisions ran out.  She did a wingover, headed back.
 
   The second tank went empty about an hour before dawn.  The landing was a rocky one; not as bad as when she'd crashed her own flitter, but it was going to take skills and tools she didn't have to get that bird back up into the air.  Only place she could hope for help was at Rain's, and that was eight miles away, if she could find it.
 
   Seren packed her food and water into a backpack, and set off.  There was going to be hell to pay, and it looked like she was going to have to pay it.  There was nowhere left to run.
 
   It was about eight miles, but it took all day to walk it.  The forest was cut through with streams and steep-sided ravines, and the trees crowded together so tight it was next to impossible to squeeze through.  There were growls from the underbrush, and screeches in the air—and what she was walking towards was likely worse.  But Rain was human, and she could work him, maybe.  The things that lived in the forest didn’t have any points where her skills could be brought to bear.
 
   It was nearly sunset when she found Rain's cabin.  It was up on a hill, and hard to spot; she must have circled it three times before she found the trail that led up to his door.
 
   He had some tools out, and was fixing the door.  Could be the takeoff had sent some debris up.
 
   Well.  Do or die.  "Rain," she called.
 
   "Keep walking," he replied, not looking at her.
 
   She wasn't going to die.  Rain could help her and he was going to help her, willing or not.  She unslung the rifle from her shoulder.
 
   "Keep walking," he repeated.  "Or shoot.  I'd rather die than another damn thing for you."
 
   She aimed, and then . . . what would be the point?  She could kill him, easy, take his cabin.  And then what?  She wasn't a hunter, she didn't know how to do anything that she'd need to do.  "Please," she said.  "Please, I need—"
 
   "Made that mistake once," he said.  He turned around; there were dried tears on his cheeks, and a deep rage in his eyes.  He’d set down his hammer, and she was still holding the rifle—and she took a step back.  Didn’t mean to, just did.  "You've killed us both, and now you want more?  There isn't any more.  Without the flitter, I'm going to run out of ammunition.  And then a garreller is going to get through a window, or a blacktooth, or I'll simply run out of food."
 
   "Flitter's not wrecked," said Seren.  "I ran out of fuel, but I put it down in one piece."
 
   "You're lying," said Rain.  "If you weren't, you'd be pointing my gun at me and demanding petrol."
 
   "It's not wrecked!" she said.  "But the left wing-strut is out, and there were some branches that got in the extruder when it went down.  I think it can be fixed, but there's no way I could do it."
 
   She dropped the rifle to the side.  As a threat or a weapon, it was useless to her, but he’d helped a helpless woman once.  "I brought back the food.  Much as I could.  Please, Rain."
 
   He hesitated, then shook his head.  "No," he said.  "You need me now, so you're begging now.  How the hell could I trust you again, once you saw a way to get what you want?  Say I fix the flitter.  How could I go to sleep without knowing it'd be gone when I woke up?  Keep walking."
 
   "I'm sorry.  I really am."  He liked begging?  Seren could beg.  She dropped to her knees.  And maybe she had some stupid pride left, because her face burned with shame when she did it.  She felt tears starting in her eyes as all the previous days’ events came rushing back, every damn fool thing she’d done to get to this point, kneeling at the feet of some crazy hermit in the middle of a howling wilderness.
 
   Hell, let the tears fall.  Maybe he’d like those too.  "I know you can't trust me,” said Seren with a sob in her throat.  “But there's nowhere for me to walk to.  Please, Rain, I'll do anything you say."
 
   Rain didn’t answer, and Seren bit her lip, looked away.  One last card to play, and never mind the squirming feeling at the pit of her stomach; when you had no luck, you pushed that as far as it would go, too.
 
   "There were a couple of reasons you'd tied me up when I was out," she said.  "What was the other one?"  She was on her knees; she dropped further down, face to the dirt, arms outstretched in front of her.  "I really will.  Anything you say.  Anything you tell me to do, I'll do it."
 
   There was a long groan from Rain.  "You're a pretty girl, Seren," he said.  "And it'd be fun to play tie-up games with you.  Not denying it.  But there isn't space here for games.  And I still can't trust you."
 
   "Don't trust, then," said Seren.  "No games.  You can keep me however you want, however you need me to be kept to feel secure.  And I'll do anything you say."
 
   "Strip," said Rain.  Seren got out of her clothes as quickly as she could.  Rain had clearly come to some sort of decision, but it she didn’t know what he'd decided.  And there weren't going to be any chances after this one.
 
   Seren knelt there, naked, and Rain took her clothes and looked through them.  He found her pistol, and her knife, and her secondary knife, and the blade she kept in the heel of her boot.  Then turned her jacket inside out, and found the packet of tools she kept in the lining, found the backups from her shirt.
 
   "I may be a fool, but I'm not a damn fool."  He picked up her pistol, chambered a round.  "You'll do anything I say?" he said.
 
   "Anything," said Seren.
 
   He aimed the pistol at her, arm steady.  Seren regretted . . . regretted lots of things, shut her eyes.  But something inside her broke; she opened them again, looked up at him, calm now.
 
   "If you want," she said.  "I'll take it."
 
   He stood there for a long time.  His cheek trembled, then his arm did, and he pulled his hand back, aimed the gun upwards.  "Dammit, dammit, dammit," he said.  "And if I tell you to walk?"
 
   "I'll walk," said Seren.  "I've made a lot of bad choices, and now I've got nothing left.  You make the choices, now, whatever they are."
 
   His mouth worked, but he didn't say anything.  "Hell," he said, finally.  "Maybe I am a damn fool.  Into the barn."
 
   When she'd first knelt down, she'd have been overjoyed at that.  Now she was calm.  She'd have been calm if he'd shot her, if he'd told her to kill herself.  And she'd have done it, too.
 
   The barn was mostly empty; there were pens for livestock, and hay, but no animals.  "Blacktooth took the goats," he said.  Then he caught himself, shrugged.  "Stand there," he said, pointing to a corner.  "Face the wall."
 
   She stood there, eyes open, hands by her sides, legs together, and waited.  Calm.  Happy?  Maybe it was just relief, but she was happy.
 
   Seren heard something clank and rattle, and Rain put a loop of metal around her neck.  Steel, not too heavy, but heavy enough.  "I'd lock it in, but what the hell would be the point?" he said.  "You're good with locks."
 
   He stuffed a layer of burlap between the steel and her neck.  Then there was the whoosh of a spark welder starting up.
 
   Seren had given over; she'd die if he chose.  But she had to swallow down a rush of fear when she heard that.  Pain still hurt.
 
   And there was pain, as the metal heated, and she could smell the burlap singeing.  Seren meant to be brave, but she whimpered as it went from uncomfortable to painful.  If it went on much longer, there'd be blisters, there'd be burns, she'd—
 
   There was a sudden shock as a bucket of water was dumped over her head.  "There," said Rain.  "That'll keep."  He pulled the sacking out, letting the metal rest on her skin.  It was still warm, but no more than warm, and just loose enough that he could turn it around.
 
   She touched it, felt what he'd done.  It was an old regulator collar, welded shut, with a length of chain welded to the joint.  From a professional point of view, it was a problem.  There was enough slack that it might be possible to get metal shears in to cut it.  But there was no way that she'd be able to get the leverage needed to cut it herself.
 
   It wasn't coming off until someone else took it off.
 
   That was a relief too, in a way.  She was bone-tired of professional problems.  She’d meant it, finally, when she’d told Rain she’d do whatever he said; wouldn’t run or try to get away.  But knowing that she couldn’t even if she wanted to made everything easier.
 
   Rain grabbed hold of the chain, pulled her into one of the stalls.  The crackle-whoosh of the spark welder again, and the chain was attached to the bar.  There was enough slack that she could lie down, or stand, but there weren't any tools nearby.  She wasn't going to leave until Rain let her go.
 
   He stood at the entrance to the stall for a long time.  She came up to her knees.  The back of her neck itched; there was a burn there, from the welding, but she put that out of her mind and waited.
 
   He groaned again.  "Hell," he said.  "If I'm going to be a damn fool, I may as well enjoy it."
 
   Wasn’t any question what decision he’d come to this time.  When she’d first woken up in his cabin, tied to his bed, seen the lust in his face as he’d turned it away—it’d been danger, and opportunity.  She’d had to hold both in her mind while she dealt with him, poised to run or fight or whatever she had to do.  There’d been no room in those calculations for her own lusts, for the lean muscles of his thighs or the dry humor in the set of his mouth. Not that those really mattered now either.  He’d make the choices and she’d do what he wanted, only—it turned out that she wanted, too.  She came forward, as far as the chain would let her, reaching for the bulge in Rain's trousers.  "Please," she said.
 
   Rain got a length of rope from the side of the barn.  He tied her wrists together, and then her ankles.
 
   "You were right," he said.  "It's because you look better with your ankles tied together."  He undid the buckles on his trousers, and she strained towards him, mouth and outstretched hands.
 
   Rain stepped forward.  Seren took him, deep as she could, bobbed her head and licked, her bound-up hands cradling his balls.
 
   It didn't take long.  As soon as he was in her mouth, he started thrusting deep and hard and fast.  She wasn’t used to taking so much, but she did her best, gasping between thrusts, more eager than she could remember being.  When he finished, she could feel the way he was trembling, the way all the muscles in his body tensed up at once.  And he came hard; it shot into the back of her throat.  She choked, swallowed, swallowed again.
 
   When he was done, he stepped back on unsteady legs, and there was a glazed look in his eyes.  Seren settled back onto her knees, waiting for more instructions.
 
   "Might not have been the wrong choice, anyway," he said.  "Sleep; we've got work to do tomorrow."  The he stumbled out of the barn, back to the cabin.
 
   There was some straw left in the stall where Seren was tied.  Not much, but enough to cushion her against the cold dirt.  He'd said sleep, so she did.
 
    
 
   #
 
    
 
   The next morning, Seren woke up when Rain poured a bucket of cold water over her.  It got her up fast, sputtering, and then she remembered.  She got on her knees, eyes on his crotch.  Maybe he'd let her?
 
   Instead he got the metal shears out and cut her chain from the bar, then untied her wrists and ankles.  "C'mon," he said.  "Up."
 
   Seren stood, waiting to be told what to do.
 
   He pulled on the chain.  "Your pack is ready," he said, and led her outside, where there was a fuel tank with a pair of straps attached to it.  Her boots were next to it, and a canteen, and a smaller bottle of oil.
 
   "Shoes on," said Rain.  "Less appealing, but it's a long walk to wherever you crashed my flitter.  Then the pack goes on your back.  Canteen is for drinking from.  And the bottle of oil  . . . well, your mouth was fine, but there's nothing wrong with variety.  And I'm not taking the chance of you getting pregnant."
 
   She’d do whatever he said, but a flush still rose to her skin.  "Okay," she said, and started pulling on her boots.  She was pretty sure that she'd be able to find the flitter—she'd used a compass, and cut blazes all the way back to Rain's cabin.
 
   The fuel tank was a little tricky to get on, then the canteen went over her shoulders, and then the bottle of oil went on a little strand that attached to her collar, so it hung between her breasts.
 
   Rain's pack wasn't as big or as unwieldy as the fuel tank, and he wore the rifle she'd stolen over his shoulder, carried a heavy stick in his other hand.  Which he jabbed at her butt.  "Go on," he said.  "Get moving."
 
   Seren got her bearings and started walking.  The fuel tank was far heavier than anything she'd carried from the wreck.  There were biting flies and thorns and she was naked, and just about any time she tried to stop for a drink or to catch her breath, Rain's stick prodded her onward.  They got to the downed flitter at around noon, and she was utterly, utterly exhausted.
 
   It hadn't been easy, finding her way back to a place she'd only been once, through a forest that was like nothing she knew, but Rain wasn't happy when they got there.  "You left meat in the flitter," he said.
 
   "I brought back all I could?  I thought you could—"
 
   "You left meat where they could smell it, but where they couldn't get at it.”
 
   It was down in a little clearing; he started prowling around, looking at branches, at patches of grass.  Seren stood, keeping the fuel tank on, not sure what she should do.  "Looks like there's only one left," he said.  "But it's a garreller, a big one.  Can't start work with something like that in the forest, and it's not going to come back until it sees a kill."
 
   "I'm sorry," said Seren.  "I didn't know."
 
   "Yeah, well, great.  That fixes things."  Rain had been looking out at the forest, but then he looked at her, thinking something through.
 
   The bottle of oil was warm against Seren’s skin, and she stood straighter, steeled herself not to shy away from the appraising look in his eye.  It wasn't sex that was on his mind now.  Seren was pretty sure she wasn’t going to like whatever it was.  But she'd do what he told her.
 
   Rain took the fuel tank off of her, laid it to the side of the flitter.  Then he tied her arms together, behind her back, ran the chain from her collar through the knot, and attached the other end to a tree branch.  "Look appetizing," he said.  "And don't make sudden moves; you might spoil my shot."
 
   Then he climbed up another tree, leaving her alone in the clearing.
 
   She was ready to die if he told her to.  But she couldn’t quite summon the calm she’d felt the night before, the indifference to her fate; it was hard to stand there, and wait for it.  Every time there was a rustling in the bushes, she tried to move as far away from it as she could, every distant howl or screech made her jump.  She knew that Rain was up in a tree.  She knew which tree.  But she couldn't see him, and she felt alone and exposed.
 
   It might have been easier if she’d been given some slack.  There wasn't any way she could turn around or sit down.  Her legs were trembling, ready to give out, and when she bent her knees too far, her shoulders and arms hurt worse.
 
   Seren stood, and hurt, and trembled, and waited.  Then there was a rustling in the bushes that wasn't the breeze, or birds after berries. It took a moment for her eyes to resolve the shape—and then she saw it.  A great, green head, furred, with eyes like plates and teeth like daggers.  It was twitching, getting ready for a run at her.
 
   This wasn't like facing a gun, or trying to fly a flitter past a fortress patrol.  This was an old, old terror, and there was nothing her will or mind could do to keep her from turning, to keep her feet from trying to send her running.  She pulled mindlessly against her chain, trying to escape.  There was a crack, a second crack, and something hit her in the back, so big and heavy it twisted her around.  She collapsed on top of the thing, shivering uncontrollably against the coarse green fur of the massive bulk.
 
   It was already dead.  That fact made it through her fear-crazed mind.  It was dead.  Rain had killed it.  She tried to stand, but couldn't, her legs paralyzed by effort and fear.
 
   "And that's why you don't leave food where they can smell it but can't get at it," Rain said, coming down from the tree where he’d been hiding.  "Damn fool."
 
   There was a thickness in his voice, and something else.  Fear?  Triumph?  He pulled Seren to her feet, and this time she stood.  He tore the bottle from her neck, and his hand, hard and oiled, pushed into her ass.  And then he was there, pushing in hard, insistent, like that giant cat pushing through the forest.
 
   His hands were on her hips, pulling her back against him, her leg still trembling against the fur of the garreller.  It hurt a little when he thrust into her, but not enough to matter.  What mattered was that she was alive, she was useful.  She had made a poor choice, and Rain had fixed it.  She pushed back against him, moaned at the pressure on her thighs, inside of her.
 
   When he got close to finishing, Rain paused, his hands hard where she was soft; on the sides of her stomach, on her breasts, on her thighs. Then he was thrusting again, harder.  He came inside of her, three, four heavy thrusts, every muscle tensing.
 
   He undid the knot holding her arms to the tree just as he finished, and she collapsed, falling down to lie next to the dead garreller.
 
   "You don't leave food where they can smell it," he said.  "Damn thing scratched up the windows, left a hell of a dent in the cabin door."
 
   "I'm sorry," Seren gasped out.  "I won't do it again."
 
   Rain snorted, shook his head.  "Won't be having a chance," he said, and went back to work on the flitter.  Gradually, Seren regained her breath, felt the feeling coming back to her legs.
 
   It would've been easier to walk, but Seren crawled to him on her knees, waiting for instructions, waiting for him to look at her.
 
   "What is it?" he said after a while, without turning his spark welder off or looking away from the broken wing-strut.
 
   "May I please come?" she asked.  She hadn't known what she was going to say until she said it.  She was sure she was blushing crimson, but he still wasn't looking at her.
 
   "What?"
 
   He knew what she meant.  There had been a bitten-back smile in that what that was almost as good as a yes. But if he was pretending not to, she could explain.  No room for games, he’d told her, the night before—but now it seemed he’d made some, and that was good.  That was very good.
 
   "May I please be allowed to bring myself to orgasm?" said Seren.
 
   "Haven't said you couldn't," said Rain.
 
   "I know," said Seren.  "But  . . . please tell me that I can?"
 
   He doused the spark welder, turned to face her.  "No," he said.  "I don't care if you rub against a rock until you get off.  But I'm not going to tell you that you can."
 
   She bowed her head.  She hadn't been told to ask him, and he'd just said that he didn't care.  But she'd wait until he said that she could.  It seemed . . . it felt right.  Maybe he would, maybe he never would.  But she'd wait.
 
   Her hands were still tied behind her back, which made it awkward, but she lay down as close to Rain as possible, her legs curled up, and listened to the sound of him working, swearing at the damage that she'd done to his flitter.  But he was trying to fix it; maybe it could be fixed.
 
   When she woke up, it was because Rain was pulling her along by the chain on her neck.  She bounced along the dirt and rocks, trying to get to her feet.  She didn't quite manage it before Rain pulled her up to the nose of the flitter, and started unhooking the cargo net.
 
   "Rain?"
 
   "I might trust you far enough to put my cock in your mouth, if the only way you'll eat is if I bring you food," he said.  "But I'll be damned if you're going in the cockpit of a flitter.  Step up."
 
   Seren stepped onto the cargo netting, and Rain cut her arms free.  He pulled the net taut, lifting her off her feet and fixing her in place under the flitter's nose.  Then he tightened the net another notch, looping the end of her chain around the loading hook.  She could squirm a little bit, but not enough to move her arms from her sides.
 
   "Where are we going?"
 
   Either Rain didn't hear, or he didn't want to answer.  "Hope for a smooth landing," he said, then jumped up into the cockpit.
 
   There was a creak and pop in the wing that hadn't been there when Seren had flown it, and the engines groaned getting off the ground.  But they were up again.
 
   It was cold and loud and terrifying, but it was also . . . it felt like she was actually flying, not just being carried by a flitter.  Like the wings were hers, like the ground below was moving because of her.  Then Rain got a hair too close to a tall pine, and that illusion was gone.  She was flying, but she didn't have control, and if Rain wanted to, or if he made a small mistake, she would die.
 
   The landing was like that, but more so.  They stopped at Rain's cabin, but he didn't take her out; just hooked a hose to the tanks and started working a hand pump.  Once the fuel started flowing, he came over to where Seren was still held firmly in place by the cargo net.
 
   He poured water from a canteen into her mouth, broke off a piece of bread, and fed it to her by hand.  "Next stop is is a blackrock."  He shook his head.  "The reason I came out here, before I came to my senses.  Best if you stay where you are for that."
 
   Tanks were full, and the flitter took off again, another cold, loud, and strangely exhilarating flight.  The sun was setting when Rain put down near one of the long, dark stripes of exposed rock that she'd seen flying out of Tekeel.  Near it, but not on it, even though it looked like an easier place to land a flitter than the brush he’d actually put down in.
 
   He came out of the cockpit looking grim, carrying his rifle.  He looked at her, seemed to be considering something, then shrugged.  "Try not to look too appetizing," he said, "and if I don't come back, hope that something hungry finds you sooner, rather than later."
 
   "Rain?" she asked, but he was gone, rifle in hand, pick and chisel at his belt.
 
   Then she was alone in the forest, completely unable to defend herself.  He could've . . . Seren tried to find the calm that she'd had when she'd given herself to Rain, and couldn't.  If he was there, maybe.  But to face the forest in the dark, not even able to turn her head—it was hard as anything.  And she didn't want to think about what would happen to her if anything happened to Rain.
 
   He came back at dawn, a long gray smudge along his cheek, and a grim look on his face.  He checked behind him, then shrugged.  "Be a while before they pick up the trail, anyway," he said.  He gave Seren another drink, another few bites of bread.  "And now on to Tekeel."
 
   She’d been so grateful to see him, so happy to take food from his hand.  But this was something else.  She tried to come up with a protest, something to say to change his mind, but he was already up in the cockpit.  Tekeel was mostly Carephalans; she could face them, maybe.  But there were people in Tekeel; there was a human legate and everything.
 
   It was one thing to be naked with a collar welded around her neck out in the forests.  It was a different world, with different rules.  But Tekeel was somewhere . . . it was real, and there'd be people there, and there was a good chance there'd be people there she knew.  And it’d been more than five days, so if the Carephalans had figured out it was her, there wasn't going to be any bargaining with them.  But it was what Rain had decided, so that was what they were doing.
 
   It wasn't an easy trip, and she was anything but happy when Rain put down in the Tekeel airstrip.
 
   Rain came down from the cockpit and released the net, and she fell to the dirt.  He grabbed her chain and pulled her to her feet.  She stood, unsteadily; her legs were numb, and without the insistent pull of the chain she would have fallen.
 
   "Human legation first, I think," said Rain.
 
   Seren followed, because Rain was leading, but she really didn't want to.  He noticed that; before they left the airstrip, he turned and gave her a look.  She shrank back, blushing.
 
   "Right," he said.  "Look, we're going.  Do you want a bag over your head or something?"
 
   "Yes?" said Seren.  "Please?"
 
   Rain hesitated, then smiled.  "No," he said.  "If I'm going to be showing off what I've caught, you'll look your best."  He took out a length of rope, lashed her wrists together, and attached the other end of the rope to her collar, leaving her with some slack, but not enough that she could hide her crotch with her hands.  Then he took a rag and stuffed it in her mouth.  "There," he said.  "Better?"
 
   Seren gave a quick nod.  She wasn't sure why it was better, but it was.  Maybe because it made it look like she was less willing to go along with what was happening.  Maybe because Rain said it made her look her best.  Either way, they were going.  Out of the airfield, where Rain paid his slip fee to a slack-jawed attendant, and out into the streets of Tekeel.
 
   There were humans there, and Carephalans; even the Carephalans stopped and stared at her, their long muzzles turning to follow her as she followed Rain.  But the looks from the men. . . Seren had been stared at before.  She'd been stared at in a way that was meant to threaten rape.  But it was different when she was naked and chained, her hands tied behind her back.  It wasn't just a threat, it was a plausible, immediate threat.  If it wasn't for the fact that Rain was on the other end of the chain, rifle over his shoulder and Seren's pistol at his belt, she would have been raped, there in the street.
 
   She walked with her back straight, head held high.  She was what she was, and her chain was clipped to Rain's belt.
 
   The human legation was near the center of Tekeel.  As Rain headed down the street, one of the shopkeepers came up to him.  It was a stocky fellow who walked with a cane; his shop had been a possible target, before she'd gotten the lead on the bloodstones.
 
   "Anything else this time, Rain?" he asked.
 
   "Got a garreller hide on the flitter," he said.  "Big one, but it's as is; not even scraped."
 
   The man gave a nod at Seren.  "That for sale?
 
   Rain shook his head.  "Got some business to settle with the legate, and then the Carephalans, and she's a part of it."
 
   "For rent, then?" he asked.  "Been a while."
 
   "How much?" asked Rain.
 
   "Fifty for the garreller, twenty for a little while with her."
 
   "It's a big one, Thass," said Rain.  "Seventy easy.  And I need her at the legation, and I need to be there soon, so there's no time for a prolonged session.  She'll suck for fifteen."
 
   Thass put his hand on Seren's cheek, and gave Rain a look like, may I?
 
   “Yeah, go ahead,” said Rain, and Thass tore out Seren’s gag.  Then he put his thumb in her mouth, between her teeth and her cheek, pulled her cheek back.
 
   "Sixty and ten," he said.  "And that's assuming that she knows how to suck."
 
   "She'll do fine," said Rain.  "Tell you what; my flitter’s in bad shape; panels are scratched, there's a dent that needs repairs, maybe a new secondary strut.  You fix it, fuel it up.  If it goes over seventy, you give me the receipts and I'll cover it.  But it'll probably be less; you'll probably get out for less than fifty."
 
   "Why would—"
 
   "Because I'm in a hurry," said Rain.  "Take it or leave it."
 
   Thass let go of Seren's face, grabbed her tit and twisted.  She yelped, took a half step forward.  "If that flitter's wrecked, or the hide's not prime, you're going to pay me back next time, Rain."
 
   "Fine," said Rain.  "Now take her, and let's go.  Seren, suck this man's cock, and do it well."
 
   Thass pulled her into his shop by her breast, but not far into the shop.  The door was mostly glass, and Rain sat down on the bench outside, rifle in his lap, her chain in his hand, snaking under the half-open door.
 
   Seren went down on her knees, mouth open, reaching with her hands as far as she could spread them against the ropes.  She was going to a good job.
 
   An open-handed slap across her face, then the other side.  She looked back up, and his trousers were open.  Not as big as Rain, but wider.  She reached out, took him in her hands and mouth.  And was rocked back on her heels with a stinging slap.
 
   "No hands!" he said.
 
   She nodded and went towards him again.  It wasn't as easy that way; Rain had let her use her hands on his shaft, so she could keep the pressure up even when he was pulling back.  With Thass it was just lips and tongue and the pressure of her mouth.  When she looked up, he was looking down at her, but he wasn't even thrusting, and Rain was in a hurry.
 
   She arched her back, craned her neck, managed to find a position where she had him in her mouth and there was enough give in the rope from her collar to her wrists that she could reach her pussy.  She was pressed up against Thass’ leg, and the rope chafed with every stroke of her hand, but she found her rhythm, bobbing her head. Writhing, and pinching, and moaning.
 
   That helped; Thass started moving, and she adjusted her rhythm to his, giving little satisfied yelps after every thrust.
 
   It wasn't that she was faking it.  She needed him turned on, needed him urgent, so she became urgent herself.  If she hadn't asked Rain for permission, if he hadn't said no, she'd have finished there, on him, hoping to drive him over the edge by going over herself.  As it was, she was balanced right on the brink.
 
   That turned out to be enough.  Thass picked up the pace, started thrusting wildly, and she tried to stay with him, making sure not to touch him with her teeth.  Then he pulled out, and the last few thrusts were with his hands; he came over her, thick wads of come dripping down her cheek, her breast.
 
   He pushed her out of the shop like that.  "Sure she's not for sale, Rain?"
 
   "If you had something like that, would you sell?" asked Rain.
 
   "If the price was right, sure," said Thass, buckling his belt.
 
   "I'll have to think about it," said Rain.  "Not now, anyway."
 
   "If the flitter's a wreck, you're going to be paying—"
 
   "It's not."  Rain stood, tipped his hat.  "Pleasure doing business," he said, and headed on off.
 
   The human legate in Tekeel was appointed by the Thallen Empire, and aside from this business, Seren didn't have any outstanding warrants in Thallen, at least as far as she knew.  On the other hand, despite her career having had its ups and downs, she had never been brought to a magistrate naked and in chains before.  She wasn't sure what to expect.
 
   The legation was well-fortified, and it took a little convincing before they let Rain in; he had to give up his rifle and pistol at the door, but they didn't make him unchain Seren, or have her clean up or put on clothing.  Possibly because the guards very clearly enjoyed the way that she looked.
 
   It seemed that if Rain wanted her to, she'd suck them off, or lick them out, as appropriate, so there wasn't much cause for embarrassment.  But there was something about the cool, amused looks on their faces, the little snickering jokes they made as she passed that left her off-balanced when they finally got to the legate's office.
 
   The legate was a thin man, young, with small round spectacles, and the look of someone perpetually behind on his work.  "What can I . . . what the hell?"
 
   "Come for a bounty," said Rain.  He took the bag of bloodstones out of his jacket.  Seren hadn't thought that there were any objections left, but those were her stones; she'd worked hard to get them.
 
   "It's been more than five days," said the legate.  "While we appreciate the work you've done to keep the peace between between the humans and Carephalans, the bounty is only available when the offender is turned over to the Carephalan authorities.  We—"
 
   "That's where we're going," said Rain.  "Soon as we're done here."
 
   The legate shook his head.  "She's in our custody now," he said.  "It's five years labor for theft."
 
   "As I understand it," said Rain, "humans who've committed offenses against the Carephalans in Tekeel can choose between human law or Carephalan law.  She chooses Carephalan."
 
   The legate took his spectacles off, rubbed them with a cloth.  Then he looked at Seren with a faint look of disgust.  "Young woman," he said.  "Did you steal these stones from their Carephalan owners?"
 
   "Yes, sir," said Seren.
 
   "And do you choose to have your case adjudicated by human law, or Carephalan law?"
 
   Seren looked over at Rain.  He raised an eyebrow.  "Carephalan law, sir," she said, and was rewarded by a trace of a smile from Rain.
 
   The legate shook his head.  "I don't know what this man has been doing to you," he said.  He looked at her cheek, shook his head again.  "Beyond the apparent.  The facts that the Carephalans have presented us with certainly point to a thief of your description.  And there are rough types in Tekeel and beyond.  But if you choose human law, you will spend five years at labor, and then you will be free, your crime erased.  If you choose Carephalan law, they will boil you alive and eat your corpse."
 
   "And I get a two hundred and fifty gram bounty," said Rain.
 
   Without his glasses, the legate looked even younger.  "Listen," he said, talking to Seren.  "You don't need to die so that this man can get two hundred and fifty grams of silver."
 
   "It's your choice, Seren," said Rain.  "If you want to start making choices again."
 
   Seren swallowed nervously.  Five years wasn't that long.  She could just walk away from Rain, walk away from all of this.  Five years, maybe an early parole; she could learn things in prison—she had the last time.  It wouldn't be so bad.
 
   "I would like to have my case adjudicated by Carephalan law, sir," she said.
 
   The legate shook his head.  "I cannot help those who do not wish to be helped," he said.  Then he looked at Rain.  "It may be that neither human nor Carephalan law reaches very far into the forests.  But I will not be made a party to wickedness of this sort in the future."
 
   Rain shrugged.  "I'm sure you won't.  But you've heard the lady; ring up the Carephalans and have them come collect their meat.  And pay me."
 
   It took a little while before they could agree on the exchange rate of Thallan pennies in grams, and a little while after that before the Carephalans showed up.  Seren looked at Rain for some hint, some reason to hope that she was worth more to him than the bounty and the gratitude of the Carephalans.  She didn’t find any—he only looked a little tired, a little on edge.  Circumstance being what they were, she couldn't offer to relax him, but she'd have liked to.
 
   The Carephalans came in a mass.  Eight of them; seven carrying repeaters, and one with a rod of office.  Big and black-furred, with the gray-green reptilian scales and orange eyes that all Carephalans had.
 
   The one with the rod examined the bloodstones, weighed each one, checked it against a list.  It nodded.  "The treaty obligations have been fulfilled.  Our compliments on your governmental influence extending far enough that the criminal shall pay its rightful penalty."
 
   "That was more my influence than theirs," said Rain.  "Would you object if I talked with you for a bit?  We may have some business to discuss."
 
   The Carephalan hesitated.  "There is much I am tasked with accomplishing.  Perhaps another time?"
 
   Rain drew in a short breath, shook his head.  "No, I—"
 
   "As you've said," said the legate to the Carephalan with the rod, pointedly turning his back on Rain, "our treaty duties have been fulfilled.  But I do not need to see this murderer profit from his actions.  If he remains in my office, I'll have him shot."
 
   Rain gave Seren's chain to the Carephalan with the rod.  "I'll meet you at the hive-nest, then," he said.  Then he tipped his hat to the legate, and left.
 
   Seren's stomach flipped.  He had been . . . she'd expected him to  . . . she could've just said that she'd be judged by human law, and spent a few years in prison.
 
   The Carephalans left soon after, her chain in the fine-work claw of the one with the rod of office.  They took her out into the street, headed for the Carephalan hive.  The looks that Seren got when she was with the Carephalans were different than she had gotten with Rain.  There was still lust there, still contempt, still a vague sort of pity, but it was as though she was behind glass; as though she were already dead.
 
   She’d taken the bloodstones from a Carephalan flitter at the airfield; she'd gotten wind of a transfer, and made her move.  This was the first time that she'd been inside a Carephalan hive.  It wasn't . . . it didn't seem likely that it would be relevant, but she kept an eye on the door protocols, and the locks, and the positions of the guards.  She'd been good at what she did, and there was always a chance that she'd have to do it again.  Not much of a chance, but even so, it was reflexes, and the faint hope that there was a future where it would matter.
 
   That hope got fainter when they laid her down on a tile floor in what looked more or less like a kitchen, and chained her legs to a winch.
 
   The guards left, but the one who'd taken her from the legation remained, his rod of office exchanged for a knife, which he set to sharpening.  "Your legate was mistaken," it said.  "You shall not be boiled alive."
 
   Seren looked up at it.  "There is too much blood in mammals for them to be cooked alive, and there are also the contents of your bowels.  You shall be bled and gutted before the cooking process begins."
 
   Yeah, that’s real comforting, Seren thought.  A sound escaped her, half laugh, half sob—then the winch started, and she was pulled up by her legs, jerking her up, upside down, swinging over a metal grate.
 
   "It is well that you chose Carephalan law," said the Carephalan.  "The agreements we have with the legatory government would have required a full year between your service to their state and the resumption of our hunt.  You would have been found, regardless, but it would have been a grave inconvenience."
 
   The knife was, apparently, sharp enough.  The Carephalan approached, tail twitching.  This was it.  Seren had made poor decisions, and then she'd done as she was told.  She closed her eyes.  It was a little easier, because it wasn't her fault?  But that was a lie; she’d had a choice, back at the legation, and she’d chosen—
 
   The cut didn’t come.
 
   "While we appreciate your assistance in recovering that which belongs to us," said the Carephalan, "our business is concluded."
 
   "Well," said someone.  Seren opened her eyes again.  It was Rain.  He was upside down, but he'd come back.  "I thought I might be able to buy back the meat."
 
   "No," said the Carephalan.  "This has stolen twelve bloodstones, the property of three great clans.  There is nothing that can pay what this meal shall be worth."
 
   "You sure?"  There was something in Rain’s hand—rectangular, blue-black, sparkling.  An uncut black sapphire.  Despite everything, Seren reached for it, setting herself swinging gently at the end of her chain.  Rain flipped the stone down the back of his fingers, made it vanish into his hand.  "Well, if there's no deal possible, I suppose I'll look for a buyer.  Course, the clans involved might be miffed at having lost a chance at it, but that's their lookout."
 
   The Carephalan hesitated.  It turned, held the knife to Seren's belly, then turned back.  "Is it fresh?"
 
   "Picked it last night," said Rain.  "And I ate the sin myself.  Clean, and unmarked, and bright as a new day."  He held it up to the light.  Black sapphire was neither black, nor sapphire, but it was one of the most valuable stones in the world, and Carephalans had some sort of religious attraction to them.  Seren herself had an almost-religious attraction to them; they were beautiful.
 
   "I doubt you will get what you want with that.  But I will consult with the relevant authorities."  The Carephalan returned the knife to its block.
 
   "Mind if I use her while I wait?" asked Rain.
 
   "I do not expect that she shall be kept long enough to spawn," said the Carephalan.
 
   "Well," said Rain.  "Maybe not.  But it'd be relaxing way to spend the time."
 
   The Carephalan snorted.  "Mammals," he said.  "Do not damage the meat, and do not make the kill."
 
   Rain nodded and went to the winch controls as the Carephalan left.  Seren had practiced climbing often enough that inversion wasn't entirely new.  But there was a headache already throbbing at her temples, and pressure at her chest.  It would be nice if he. . . she was going further up, not down.  He stopped the winch when her head was at about the height of his crotch, and she forgot the headache.
 
   "Please," she said, as he walked towards her, unbuckling his pants.
 
   He smiled.  "Please what?"
 
   "Please can I suck you off."  She hesitated.  "Please can I come?  And please don't let them kill me?"
 
   "Yes, no, and maybe," said Rain.  He stepped forward, and she took him in her mouth, her hands moving on his cock, on his balls; the angle was different, but it was Rain, and he was using her.
 
   He hawked and spat on her cunt, and then his hands were there, lightly probing.  Seren moaned.  She'd asked, and he'd said no, but she wanted to.  And maybe wasn't as encouraging as all that.  If the Carephalans didn't go for the black sapphires, that'd be . . . the knife was still there, and the scarred and bloodied table. But he hadn't said that he didn't care; he'd said no. Hanging upside-down, blood pounding in her ears, she sucked and licked and touched.  Tried to hold back, tried not to move with Rain's hands, tried not to respond the way that every part of her wanted to.
 
   Rain kept the pace slow, deliberately drawing back, not letting his attentions up. When he drew back she followed as best she could, and when she couldn't, she tried to show him how eager she was by twisting in her chains, by her moans. Finally, she saw his thighs tense, felt the motion in his balls just before he exploded in her mouth. She'd been good.  She hadn't come, but it almost felt like she had; like the pressure had been released.  He pulled back, and she sighed contentedly.
 
   He smiled down at her, cuffed her lightly on the cheek. "Damn fool, stealing from three clans. If it'd been one, we'd be heading back to the flitter already.”
 
   Seren opened her mouth to apologize and he cuffed her again. "Could be you'll come home with me, could be not," said Rain. "If not, that's a fine last thing to have done with your mouth."
 
   He buckled his pants, pulled over a chair, and watched. Seren waited, inverted, hopeful, frightened.
 
   Finally, the Carephalan returned with two others. "These are the speakers of the Black-Red and the Gold," it said. "The speaker for the Green-Green is otherwise occupied; I shall bargain in its stead."
 
   "We shall see it," said one of them. Rain took the black sapphire out from inside his vest, dropped it into the Carephalan's fine-work claw.
 
   The Carephalans passed it around, touched it reverently, held it up to the light.
 
   "In the interests of determining the starting positions for these negotiations," said the one who had been about to gut Seren, "What is there stopping us from taking this stone for ourselves, and giving you nothing in return?"
 
   "Your honor, and the honor of your clans," said Rain. "And also there is the matter of these being fresh stones; that I have swallowed the sin does not mean that I have dealt with the consequences. If I am slain by a means other than that which follows, or if that which follows sees a foul dealing of this sort in my soul, well. That which was swallowed will come back up, and that which follows is of a great concern to your people."
 
   The Carephalan holding the stone gave it back to Rain, and one of the other two pulled a table from the side of the room, set it down in front of him. It was wood and steel and probably weighed three hundred pounds. The Carephalan had lifted it with one hand. Seren started to consider the possibility that it had been unwise to steal the bloodstones, and then not return them within the period of grace.
 
   "There are grounds here for a deal," said another of them, squatting down beside the table. "But you cannot have all that you ask. In addition to . . . five thousand grams, let us say, we can provide you with two human females, both younger than our meat, and in better physical health."
 
   Rain flipped the stone, held it up, his face twisted in concentration. "Your proposal has merit," he said. "But I fear that my responsibilities towards your meat prevent me from accepting an arrangement of that sort."
 
   "We offer one-third," said the one who had moved the table. "The Gold shall give you our share of the meat, in exchange for this stone."
 
   "And Black-Red?" asked Rain.  "What is your offer?"
 
   "One-third of the meat," said the Carephalan.  "And two thousand grams."
 
   "Green-Green?"
 
   "One third, and a human female," said the one who had been about to gut Seren.  "And one hundred and fifty-seven grams."
 
   "But no more than a third," said Rain.
 
   "That is the share to which we are entitled," said one of them.  "The stone cannot be split, and we cannot claim more than our share."
 
   "No, but surely there are treasures which you can exchange with each other; a first-water bloodstone, let's say, or some grams of silver, which can help in acquiring other black sapphires?"
 
   The Carephalans hissed at each other, clacked, occasionally stopping to look at Rain, who was running the sapphire along the back of his fingers, flipping it in the air and catching it.
 
   "No more than half," they said.  "For all that it is a fine stone.  It is too great an insult to bear, from this meat.  This meat took the stones of our clans.  It insulted our mercy by failing to return our stones in a timely fashion; it must be consumed for our clans to regain their honor; it would be too difficult to bear, if it was to be allowed to go free."
 
   Rain put the stone down on the table.  Then a second stone next to it.  Seren's head was throbbing with her inversion, and she’d started to feel light-headed, but this was a different sort of light-headedness.  This was something very close to hope.
 
   There was more hissing and clacking, and then, "Yes," they said.
 
   "No," said Rain.  "Not just that.  It's a fine piece of meat, and I have my responsibilities, but it's not worth two black sapphires, as well you know.  If need be, I'll find another buyer.  Her, and two lances, and ten thousand grams."
 
   One of the Carephalans groaned.  "The lances . . . the lances alone would be worth a sapphire."
 
   "No, they wouldn't," said Rain.
 
   "The stones, and you pay us two thousand grams," said another one.  "For the meat and the lances."
 
   Rain shook his head.  "Let's say that I walk away.  You have a meal, honor is satisfied.  And there's another clan out there—the Blue-Gold, or the Vermillion, let's say—who have two of the finest stones taken from a blackrock in living memory.  And they have them forever.  It'd eat at you, knowing how little you could've paid."
 
   "And it will eat at the Green-Green, knowing that the Gold and the Black-Red have a stone, and they have transient goods, blown away and gone," said the Carephalan.  "If there was a third stone . . ."
 
   "And if this stupid piece of meat had brought the bloodstones back during the time of honesty, we'd all be rich and happy," said Rain.  "I can tell you this; so long as I live, while it may still walk, it shall not walk free."
 
   "Not free?" said one of them.  More clacking and hissing.
 
   "The meat," said Rain.  "The lances.  And good ones; fully charged, fully functional.  And fifteen hundred grams of trade silver.  Or I walk, and the stones walk with me."
 
   "A thousand," said one of them.
 
   Rain stood, nodded at Seren.  "Enjoy your meal," he said, and headed up the stairs.
 
   "Fifteen hundred," said the Carephalan who’d held the knife.  "And if you survive what follows, and take more stones to sell, you shall deal first with the Green-Green."
 
   Rain stopped with his foot on the step.  "If the offer is low, I'll still walk.”
 
   "But you shall not then sell to the Black-Red, the Gold, or the Vermillion," it said.
 
   Rain turned and dropped the stones on the table.  "Done.  Bring the lances and the silver to my flitter," he said.  He pulled the release on the winch, and Seren tumbled down to the grate.  "And free its legs; I’m in a bit of a hurry."
 
   And that was it.  Seren wanted to show Rain how much she appreciated what he'd done, and it seemed like the best way to do that was to hurry along behind him.  His legs were longer than hers, and she was dizzy, and whatever the reason, he wasn't kidding about being in a hurry.  He was all but running, and when she stumbled, the pressure on her chain didn't let up even a little; if she fell, he'd drag her through the streets.
 
   When they got to the flitter, Seren headed to the cargo net, but Rain pulled her up short by the chain around her neck.
 
   "Up," he said, grabbing her by neck and ass and tossing her up into the cabin.  He followed up the stairs, looped her chain around her waist and around the back of the copilot's chair, fastened it out of her sight.
 
   He didn't say anything as he took the flitter up.  And he went up hard; when she'd ridden in the cargo net, he'd seemed like a better pilot than she was.  That lift-off was rougher than anything she'd done since she was a student, but it was also faster than anything she'd done ever.
 
   "Watch the shadows," he said, when they finally levelled off.
 
   "What?" asked Seren.
 
   "The shadows," Rain repeated.  "They'll close as shadows.  Look for something that looks a bit like a man, maybe with horns, maybe with tusks."
 
   Seren looked at the back of the flitter.  It looked like a flitter.   Only things out of place were two long chamois-wrapped packages, and a trim little chest that looked like money.  Fifteen hundred grams and two lances.  She didn't have much interest in the lances, but fifteen hundred grams of trade silver was a tidy sum. "There are shadows," she said. "What am I looking for?"
 
   "I've said," said Rain, sounding impatient.
 
   Seren looked. There were shadows. "Anything can look like a man.  The way your chair looks with the lights from the instruments, maybe? And then your head could be horns? But it's just a shad—"
 
   Rain moved like she'd shocked him. There was a flare next to his seat; he pulled the trigger and threw it behind him. There was nothing like enough room for a flare in a flitter cabin. Seren closed her eyes, but that didn't help much; the flare burned hard against the back of her eyes. But there was also, strangely, the smell of burning meat.
 
   The flare died out, but it was a long time after that before Seren could see anything other than spots and glare and faint images of the back of the cabin, that had burned through her eyelids.  Which meant that Rain was going to be seeing the same thing she was, which raised the question of who was steering the flitter, and how.
 
   When she could finally see, there was something on the floor of the cabin; it was more or less human-shaped, with horns and fangs, and it seemed to be made of shadow and darkness.  And the flitter was still in the air, but barely.  It was grazing the tops of the trees, and Rain spent a few seconds cursing and fighting with the controls before they were clear.
 
   "You take a black sapphire from a blackrock," said Rain, "the job isn't entirely finished."
 
   "But now it is?" Seren asked.
 
   He shook his head.  "There's one for every stone,  And the rest of them aren't going to make the same mistake.  They learn."
 
   "They?"
 
   Rain turned, gave her a fraction of a smile.  "Wasn't sure they'd sell at two, to be honest.  And then a really nice one turned up.  I picked up five stones, which was a damn fool thing to do, but it's done.  There are four more of them out there, and they're coming through the shadows.  If they can, they'll kill me and take back their stones.  Except for the ones whose stones have gone to the Carephalans; they'll just kill me."
 
   Seren had a lot of questions, but didn't ask any of them.  He'd gone out and taken five black sapphires.  She could get them too, if . . . if things changed.  She still wore the collar and the chain, but the stones he’d given to the Carephalans had woken up something that she hadn't expected.  Those were excellent stones, and there were three more of them somewhere in the flitter.
 
   Only if she took them, the shadows would kill her.  And Rain wouldn't let her take them. She put it out of her mind and watched the shadows.  The back of Rain's seat and his head above it looked . . . no.  There wasn't that similarity of shape, though at the time, it had looked just like she would've expected it to look.  There wasn't anything else like that, but she kept looking, tried to avoid looking at the corpse on the cabin floor.
 
   Then Rain put the flitter down outside his cabin, and there were too many shadows from the trees to pick anything out.
 
   He untied her, but didn't leave the flitter.  Instead, he unwrapped one of the lances.  
 
   "Carephalans . . . well, the shadow ghosts have known them longer than they've known people, and they've known the shadow ghosts just as long.  This'll do.  After I leave—after, not while I'm leaving—you get up and wait on the roof of the flitter.  When you see a shadow headed for me, you hold it like this—"  He paused, and lifted the thing up onto her shoulder.  It was bronze, glass, and wood, and heavier than it looked.  "You track the point at the shadow, and hold it.  Got it?"
 
   She nodded.
 
   "Good girl," he said, unhooked her chain, and left the flitter.
 
   She watched him dash from the flitter, his lance tucked under one arm, the rifle under the other.  And the shadows behind him lengthed.
 
   There was a light over his porch.  She’d never seen it on, but Rain fiddled with it, and it came to bright and total light.  It was a heavy-duty floodlight; seemed as though Rain had been planning for something like this for a while.
 
   The light was bright, but there were still shadows.  There was a tree near the porch, there was the back of the cabin, there was the chair that Rain had pulled over, there was his rifle next to his chair.
 
   Seren climbed to the top of the flitter, just as she'd been told, with the lance.  When she looked back, the angle of the chair and the gun made the shadow behind the post of the porch look like it had horns.  She raised the lance, aimed it.  At first, she thought she hadn't done it right, but then there was a sudden smell of fire from the lance, and the shadow changed, leaving a horned corpse behind.
 
   Rain gave just the faintest look in her direction, tipped her a wink.  The thing was, there was a fully-fuelled flitter under her, with fifteen hundred grams of silver.  But that wink . . . she sat and waited, until she noticed that the shadows around the floodlight were a bit like a fanged human figure.  Again she aimed, and waited, and then it fell in a heap, next to Rain.
 
   The problem was . . . the problem was that if she didn't watch the shadows, and let whatever happened happen, they'd already killed three of the shadows.  Depending on whether those had been the ones whose stones were already gone, there'd be one to three black sapphires left after it happened.  And the fueled-up flitter, and the fifteen hundred in trade silver.
 
   It might have been because she was distracted, but it was more likely because they'd figured it out.  The next one didn't come for Rain.  There was a sudden pressure on her leg; not like a hand.  Hotter and sharper and stronger.  She twisted, tried to bring the lance to bear, and it flowed up on her, all along her skin, suffocating, hot and angry.  She fell from atop the flitter, her lance knocked from her grasp, as the shadow swarmed over her.
 
   Rain was standing, lance up, burning it off her.  He didn't see the thing that struck him from behind, knocked him down.
 
   If she'd thought about it, she might have let it . . . there wasn't any thought or plan, or anything like that.  She found the lance, kept it trained on the shadow as it turned into a thousand knives, all aimed at Rain's back.
 
   It burned, and died.
 
   Seren stood, shaky, and the collar fell from her neck, shattered into pieces; the touch of the shadow had been impossibly strong, and not in the least bit natural.  She went to Rain, who was unconscious, but still breathing, bleeding from wounds all across his back.
 
   Seren had any number of options, and it was time to choose.
 
    
 
   #
 
    
 
   It was three days before Rain woke.  He was up before then, enough that she could get him to the outhouse, but there was some sort of poison in the thing that had come for the black sapphire; his eyes had been empty, and he’d been shaking the whole time, freezing and burning at once.  But on the third day he woke, and his eyes were clear.
 
   “I see you’ve decided to live,” she said, and he laughed, just a cough and a rise of his chest.
 
   “Collar,” he said.
 
   “It was broken,” she said, and she touched the chain around her neck.  “I know it’s not welded in place, but it felt right.”
 
   Another cough-laugh.  “You did fine,” he said, and he held out his hand off the side of the bed.  Seren knelt, kissed his hand, put her face against it.
 
   “Could’ve left,” he said.
 
   “Didn’t work out last time.”
 
   “Could’ve taken. . . gems, clothing.  Anything.”
 
   “That didn’t work out last time, either,” said Seren.  She’d found the black sapphires.  When she’d seen the others, she’d been upside down and far away and pretty sure she’d been about to die, but she knew what she’d seen.  These were better.  There was one that was close to twice the size of those, and it was clear, perfectly dark.  She’d also found her clothing, and her tools; he’d folded them up and put them in a cabinet.  Which was where she’d left them.
 
   “You didn’t have to bargain for me,” she said.  “You didn’t have to go for those gems.”
 
   “True,” said Rain, and his eyes closed for long enough that she thought he’d gone back to sleep.
 
   “Start packing the flitter,” he said.  “We’re headed to Norsteer as soon as I can pilot.”
 
   She cocked her head.
 
   “Came out here for the sapphires,” he said.  “Time never seemed right.  Got enough now.  Buy a house in a city, live where there aren’t any garrellers.”
 
   “But I’d have to wear clothing!” she said.  “And be—I’d have to be a person again, Rain.”
 
   “You’ll wear what you’re told,” he said.  “And you are what you are, whether or not you’re dressed up.”
 
   “Can’t argue with that,” she said.
 
   Rain shook his head.  “Not really supposed to be arguing with anything,” he said.
 
   Seren shrugged.  “Said I do what you said,” she said.  “Not that I wouldn’t argue.”
 
   Cough-laugh.  “Why?”
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why stay?”
 
   Seren hesitated.  Because he’d been right and she’d been wrong?  Because he was a better jewel thief than she was?  Because she hadn’t been happy for a long time, and then she’d been happy when he called her a good girl?
 
   “Because you said so, and I said I’d do what you said?” said Seren.  “Did you want me to do something else?”
 
   Rain shook his head.  “You’re getting awfully mouthy,” he said.  “Suck my cock.  Better use for that.”
 
   Seren pulled back the blanket, knelt over him.  It did seem like a better idea.  “Please,” she said, taking him in her hand.  “Please can I come?”
 
   Rain grinned.  “No.  Maybe when we get settled in Norsteer or Almareth.”
 
   His eyes closed as she started licking.  She’d wanted—she’d wanted all sorts of things.  This was better.
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