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      As captain of the galaxy’s only all-female bounty hunter crew, Danica thought she was prepared for anything. She wasn’t expecting him.

      

      Marooned on a sand planet, injured, and separated from her crew, Captain Danica Miller is not having a good day. When she’s rescued from the desert by a huge, gold-skinned alien, she doesn’t know whether to be relieved or to panic. Not only is he clearly a barbarian—a barely-dressed one at that—he seems to be able to read her thoughts. Even worse? She can sense his. And he seems to think she’s his to claim.

      

      The last thing K’alvek wants is a frail creature distracting him from his mission—even if he does feel drawn to her. Then why can’t he stop himself from saving the willful woman and vowing to help her and her crew get off the planet? Especially when what he really wants to do is drag her to his tent and never let her go.

      

      This standalone action-romance novel features a feisty, all-female bounty hunter crew; gorgeous, sand planet barbarian warriors; action-packed battles; and steamy scenes in an exotic desert oasis.
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      “Are they shooting at us?" Danica asked, grabbing the edge of a smooth, metal console as she stepped onto the bridge and the ship heaved to one side. She tasted blood as she bit the inside of her mouth, and flinched from the pain. Son of a bitch.

      She and Bexli had just brought their latest captive onboard, and she’d given the order to take off, hoping the rival bounty hunters who'd also been in pursuit hadn't seen them. From the staccato sounds of gunfire, she guessed that her plan of slipping out unnoticed was shot to hell.

      She took in the familiar sight of the compact bridge—a round, flat panel console in the center of the room with view screens suspended above it, smaller individual consoles forming a half moon around the main one, and a final ring of screened consoles against the circular walls. A long, narrow slit of a window gave them a view out the front of the ship, but had a steel shade they could lower for security. Nearly every part of the room was composed of metal that was long past gleaming, and looked nearly black with age and grime. Wires spilled from underneath most of the consoles, a result of various hacks and patches to keep the aging space ship running. Danica inhaled the scent of burning fuel that seemed to permeate the ship, and felt a rush of affection for the bucket of bolts she'd practically grown up on.

      "Looks like it," her pilot, Caro, said turning from one of the smaller consoles where she navigated the ship, her straight, nearly black hair flying behind her as she spun back around. "And we're definitely outgunned."

      "Can we outrun them?" Danica asked, as she made her way down to the center console and looked out at the massive ship blocking their escape.

      "What we don't have in size or gun power, we make up for in maneuverability," Caro said. "I should be able to get a little extra acceleration from our impulse drives if I boost the—"

      “Caro,” Danica said, cutting off the woman before she launched into an overly detailed explanation of their engine.

      “Sorry, Captain,” Caro said spinning back around to her console. “On it.”

      "I hope you're right," Tori said from where she stood at the weapons console along the wall, her curly, dark hair pulled up in a topknot and held in place with what looked like metal chopsticks with dangerously sharp ends—almost as sharp as her pointy teeth. A row of hard, raised bumps ran above her eyebrows, down along the sides of her face and disappeared into her hairline—a hallmark of the Zevrians—making her look even fiercer than she was. "Because we're running low on weapons."

      "How low?" Danica gripped the console with both hands as the ship jerked to the right and skirted underneath the larger ship.

      "How good are you at hand-to-hand combat?" Tori asked, her brown, muscled arms braced against the wall.

      Danica had gotten a lot of flak—mostly from her father’s old bounty-hunter friends—when she’d brought on the Zevrian as her security chief, but she’d never had a moment’s regret for making Tori a part of her team. Especially in situations like these.

      "I thought we were supposed to stock up when we were docked at Centuri Twelve," Danica shouted over the roar of the engines firing.

      "I would have, if we had anything to buy them with," Tori said as the ship accelerated.

      Danica sighed. Her crew had been running on fumes—sometimes literally—for weeks. "I know it's been tight, but once we turn over this bounty, we'll be flush for a while."

      "I'm just glad Mourad won't have the satisfaction of beating us." Caro turned to face forward as the force of acceleration pressed her back into her chair. "I hate that guy."

      Danica couldn't agree more. The ship shooting at them belonged to a bounty hunter and mercenary named Mourad, who didn't believe in female bounty hunters and didn't believe in playing fair. Not that Danica was against stretching the rules or pushing her luck, but Mourad had no limits on what he and his crew would do to capture a bounty.

      He was the one bounty hunter her father had gone out of his way to avoid, because Mourad ignored all the usual professional courtesies and accepted practices. He would double-cross anyone. Instead of tracking down bounties himself, he was known for waiting until another bounty hunter did all the legwork, then he and his band of mercenaries would swoop in and snake the bounty. Just like he was trying to do now.

      Over my dead body, Danica thought, as their ship broke through the atmosphere and shot into space, the sky going from hazy yellow to inky blue to black. She thumped the side of the console, mentally thanking the ship for getting her out of yet another scrape.

      When her father died, he'd left everything to her, which meant basically his ship. It had just been the three of them for as long as Danica could remember—her and her father and the ship. Different crews had come and gone, but the ship had been the only constant in their lives, aside from each other. She'd thought about selling it, but only for a moment. The old ship was as much a part of her as her father had been, and she couldn't stand the thought of losing both of them.

      She knew her father had never wanted her to take over his bounty-hunting business. Truth be told, he never thought it was possible, but after spending a childhood chasing after crooks all over the galaxy, she didn't really know any other life. She was good at tracking people and getting out of scrapes and skirting the law. Her father had taught her well.

      Danica shook thoughts of her father out of her head as she glanced at the fuel gauge. "Good work. We should have enough steam to reach the Gendarvian outpost, where we can unload out bounty and get our reward."

      Tori crossed the bridge to stand next to her, the chain belt wrapped several times around her waist jingling as she walked. "I wonder what this one did to command such a high price."

      Danica shrugged, tucking a loose strand of wavy, blonde hair behind her ear. "It's not our business to wonder why. I can tell you it wasn't for a violent offense. I've never had a bounty put up less of a fight."

      "The tracking was the hard part. Dr. Max Dryden did a fucking brilliant job of hiding."

      The women turned to see their engineer, Holly, step onto the bridge. While the rest of Danica's crew favored utilitarian clothes that made them look more like their male counterparts—military issue pants, T-shirts, multi-pocketed vests and jackets—the ship's engineer and resident computer whiz wore color and patterns and combined them fearlessly. Red hair spilled over her shoulders and down the skintight, pink-paisley top she'd paired over an equally snug pair of turquoise pants. Her decidedly feminine appearance didn’t do a thing to stop her from cursing like a space pirate, which usually startled people who thought her girly looks meant she was all sugar and spice.

      "Not good enough to outfox us," Tori said, hand on her hip.

      "Luckily for you, I understand the doctor's research and narrowed it down to the few planets that are ideal for that type of scientific study," Holly said. “And then Bexli did her thing.”

      Bexli was the other non-human in the crew. A Lycithian shape-shifter who excelled at sneaking in and out of otherwise impenetrable places, she was their ace in the hole. Officially, she was their acquisitions officer, but only in the sense that she could acquire any bounty by way of her shape-shifting skills. She was so indispensable, Danica even put up with the pet glurkin that Bexli had insisted on bringing on board.

      "Remind me again what type of research," Tori said, then shook her head. "Never mind, I actually don't care."

      Holly rolled her eyes at Tori. "The study of a rare mineral only found in a few systems. Word on the astronet is that the doctor has figured out a way to harness its power, which would be fucking amazing."

      Caro twisted in her chair to face them. "I'm still not thrilled we're turning over a scientist. Are we sure this is a legit bounty? How many doctors do you know who commit crimes severe enough to command this amount? Should we really be turning in other women? I mean, we’re an all female bounty-hunting crew."

      Danica frowned, partly at Caro’s barrage of questions and partly because she'd had the same thoughts, and had been trying to ignore her inner voice during the entire search. "We don't have the luxury of picking and choosing our bounties. Anyway, if we don't turn the doctor in, someone else will. At least we treat our prisoners well."

      "Not that all of them deserve it." Tori pulled up the hem of her black cargo pants to reveal a thin, red scar running up her calf. "We should have put that Daxian smuggler out the airlock."

      “Agreed,” Bexli said, as she joined the other women on the bridge, a tiny puff of green fur running along beside her. “He was particularly repulsive.”

      “Is the bounty all settled?” Danica asked.

      Bexli nodded, and her iridescent-lavender bob swung at her jawbone. “This one was a breeze. I didn’t even have to transform into something terrifying to keep her in line.”

      She leaned against a console and scooped Pog up in one arm, ruffling its fur and making it emit a low purr. “The Daxian from our last mission only stopped struggling when I morphed into a gorvon.”

      “Remind me again, what’s a gorvon?” Holly asked.

      “A particularly gruesome creature from the Daxian’s home world.” Bexli grinned. “Lots of claws and fangs.”

      Caro laughed, tightening her high ponytail. “That explains why he soiled his cell.”

      "At least he kept us in fuel and rations for a month," Danica said, glancing at Tori. "And you gave him a few scars, if I remember correctly."

      Tori grinned. "A souvenir from the bounty hunter babes."

      "You know I hate that nickname." Danica folded her arms across her chest.

      "Babes is better than the other name they call us that also starts with a b." Holly leaned against one of the consoles, crossing her long legs at the ankles.

      "I don't mind the name so much," Caro said. "At least they're talking about us."

      Danica let out a long breath. "They should be talking about us because we've brought in the two highest bounties in the past astro-year, not because we're all women."

      Holly patted her on the shoulder. "It's just because we're the first—and so far only—all-female bounty-hunter crew. Once the novelty wears off, or another crew comes along, people will talk about something else."

      Danica knew there was truth in Holly's words, but she hated the fact that even though they'd brought in two of the toughest bounties around, the other hunters still didn't respect them. She'd known working in a field known for tough guys wouldn't be easy, but she'd hoped her unorthodox methods and maverick crew would win her respect. So far, they'd only managed to acquire nicknames.

      "I say we own it," Tori said, taking one of the pointy chopsticks from her hair and pressing the needle-like point into the pad of her finger. "We know we can do any job the boys can do and, once we bring in this hot-shot doctor, we'll be rolling in enough dough to outfit this ship so we can blast anyone out of the sky. Let them call us babes then."

      "Um, guys." Caro's fingers flew across the screen in front of her. "We probably shouldn't count our money quite yet."

      Danica jerked her head to the screens above her, slamming her palm against the console when she saw the rival ship closing in on them. "I thought we had enough of a head start to lose them."

      "They're faster than I expected for a ship that large," Caro said, maneuvering their ship so that it dipped to the left.

      Holly slid onto the floor, landing with a thud. "A little warning next time."

      "Sorry," Caro shouted over the sound of weapons fire hitting their hull. "You should probably brace for impact."

      A blast shook the ship and alarms began screaming, red lights flashing overhead.

      "Was that a torpedo?" Danica asked, shaking her head in disbelief. Was a rival bounty hunter really trying to blow up her ship?

      “Shit.” Holly scrambled to her feet, using the nearest console to pull herself toward the door. "I'd better get back to the engine room. If we lose that, we're dead in the water."

      “I’ll go make sure the prisoner is okay,” Bexli said, following Holly with Pog tucked under one arm.

      The entire ship jolted, and Danica heard the sound of metal scraping against metal. Her skin went cold. "They've clamped on."

      Tori's face was grim. "They're boarding us."

      "Maybe they'll take the doctor and go," Caro said, although her voice quivered. Danica knew her pilot had been captured more than once when she was a pilot for a resistance movement, and she suspected it hadn’t always been pleasant.

      Danica squeezed her hands into fists. "They're not taking our bounty or us." She turned to Tori. "Hold them off as long as you can, but don't get yourself killed. I have a plan."

      Tori pulled the other chopstick from her hair and slipped both sharp metal sticks into her chain belt. "You got it, Captain."

      Danica ran off the bridge and down the dimly lit corridor until she reached a steel door where Bexli stood guard. “I’ve got the doctor. Why don’t you and Pog try to hold off Mourad’s soldiers?”

      Bexli nodded, her lithe frame and lavender hair transforming into a hulking beast covered in matted fur, with only the slightest hint of purple at the tips. Pog gave a gruff bark and became a green lizard the size of a human, with short legs that scampered across the floor. Both creatures hurried off toward the noise of the enemy bounty hunters boarding their ship.

      Danica turned back to the steel door and punched in a code. The door slid open with a groan, revealing a petite figure with short, chocolate-brown hair sitting on the edge of a cot in the sparse room.

      "Doctor Dryden," Danica said, her breath ragged. "Some pretty nasty bounty hunters are coming on board to take you. I can promise you they won't be as humane as we've been, but I have a plan that could save us both."

      The woman on the cot blinked her wide, blue eyes a few times before answering. "Call me Max."
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      Danica heard the booming footsteps reverberating off the floor as the crew from the rival ship came on board. "We only have a few minutes to make you look like one of us."

      Max stood up. "What do you mean 'one of us'? Who are you?"

      Danica managed a half smile. "I'm the captain of the galaxy's only all-female bounty-hunting team."

      "So you're the reason I'm being held against my will?" Max asked.

      Danica gave a curt shake of her head. "You're focusing on the wrong thing, doctor. Unless you want to be dragged off this ship and thrown in a cell much less comfortable than this one, we need to convince the nastiest bounty hunter in the galaxy that you're part of my crew." Danica took off her own black, canvas vest and tossed it to the doctor. "Ditch that shirt and put this on."

      Max eyed the zip-up vest with frayed edges. "Just this?"

      Danica glanced at the brown pants the woman wore, glad they'd gotten dirty when she and Bexli had apprehended the doctor and brought her back to the ship. If she looked too neat and buttoned-up, the plan would never work.

      "Would you ever wear just a vest?" Danica asked, searching her pants pockets and finding a black grease pencil she'd used as part of her camouflage on a recent mission.

      "Not in a million astro-years."

      "Perfect." Danica crossed to her. "The last thing we want you to look like is yourself."

      The footsteps echoed off the metal corridors, causing Max's hands to shake as she pulled her white shirt over her head and slipped on the vest. Roars and screams followed blaster fire, and both women flinched.

      "Were those your crew members?" Max asked.

      Danica gave a quick shake of her head. "They're fine. They're just creating a distraction to give us more time." She grabbed the back of Max's head. "Hold still." She drew a thick black line under both of the doctor's blue eyes, extending each line out to make a cat eye. "There, that makes you look less uptight."

      Max spit in her palms and ran her hands through her neatly parted hair, making it stand up. "How about that?"

      Danica grinned. "Now you're starting to look like one of my crew." She squeezed the woman's arm. "Remember to look pissed off, but not afraid. You're part of a badass female bounty hunter crew, you’re not a scientist."

      "To be honest, I am pissed off. Why did you drag me onto this ship, and why should I go along with your plan to pretend to be a part of your crew?"

      Danica sighed. She did not have time for this. "I brought you on this ship because there's a massive bounty on your head. It's nothing personal."

      Max's mouth fell open. "A bounty on my head? That's impossible. I'm a scientist."

      "Yeah, I know." Danica put the grease pencil back in her pocket. "But the guys who've boarded my ship couldn’t care less. Trust me when I tell you that you do not want to be held captive by them."

      Max studied her for a moment before nodding. "Okay, fine. And you are…?"

      "Danica." Opening the door, Danica led the way into the corridor, pulling out her blaster and holding it in front of her with both hands.

      "Do I need one of those?" Max asked, staying tucked behind her.

      "Can you use one without blowing my head off?"

      "Maybe not," Max admitted.

      "Then let's hold off on that for a while." Danica put up a hand as the pounding footsteps came closer and caused the floor to tremble.

      The two women held their position in the corridor as a group of three enormous creatures rounded the corner, holding weapons almost as long as their arms. They were decked out in black pants and shirts that showed plenty of bicep, and their chests were draped with weapons and bullets. One had bumpy, purple skin, but she thought the other two were human.

      "Drop it!" the man in front said, when he saw Danica's blaster. He had a tattoo running up the back of his neck, and a blond buzz cut.

      Danica quickly assessed that she was outgunned and dropped her blaster to the floor. "Do you mind telling me why you boarded my ship? This is a violation of galactic—"

      Her words were cut off as the man backhanded her, and she stumbled against the wall. Max screamed and backed up, then seemed to remember who she was supposed to be.

      "Just who the hell do you think you are, hitting my captain like that?" she yelled, helping Danica right herself.

      "Looks like you need to learn when to keep your mouth shut, too." The man lifted his arm to deliver a blow.

      "Enough!" A deep voice made the man freeze and drop his arm. "They can't talk if you knock their teeth out."

      Danica glared up at the owner of the deep voice, tasting the metallic tang of blood for the second time that day. "Mourad."

      The tall, broad-shouldered man with a bald head, jaundiced skin, and completely black eyes grinned at her. He was a Gorglik, which meant that he had no body hair, and spoke a language populated with sharp clicks, reminding her of an insect. The fact that he didn’t blink confirmed the comparison. "You don't seem happy to see me."

      Thanks to the universal translator implant she and all her crew had, she could understand him, although she wished she couldn’t. "What do you want?" Danica spat out the words along with a mouthful of blood.

      Mourad laid a thick hand on her shoulder. "Give me my rightful bounty, and we'll leave you and your sad little crew alone."

      "Your bounty?" Danica tried to laugh, but her mouth ached. "How do you figure that?"

      "It's taken us weeks to track you across the galaxy." Mourad shook his head. "And I'm not good at patience."

      "So your plan is to follow us around and snake our bounties every time?" Danica asked.

      Mourad shrugged. "If you can't manage to keep your prisoners, that's not my fault." The smile slipped off his face. "Now where is the doctor?"

      "Do you see any doctor around here?" Danica swept her arms wide. "We didn't find him, Mourad. He wasn't on the planet."

      The bounty hunter leaned close and his eyes became slits as he stared at Danica. "I don't believe you."

      Danica turned her face slightly to avoid inhaling Mourad's foul breath. "You're welcome to search my ship, but you'll find no trace of a Dr. Max Dryden anywhere. If he was ever on that planet, he bugged out before we arrived."

      "Then why did you try to outrun us?" Mourad asked.

      "Gee." Danica tapped a finger against her chin. "Maybe because we didn't feel like being harassed by you and your goons."

      Mourad straightened up, touching a comms link inside his ear. "Anyone find the prisoner yet?" He frowned as he listened, then turned to his men. "Search every corner of this ship. If they're hiding my bounty, we'll find him, and then they'll all pay for our trouble."

      The three men split up and ran off in two directions down the corridor, as Mourad crossed his arms and stared at Danica and Max.

      "You're wasting your time," Danica said. "From one bounty hunter to another, I'm telling you that we don't have him."

      Mourad's lip curled into a sneer. "You're not a bounty hunter. You're a little girl pretending to be a bounty hunter."

      Danica fought the urge to remind him of the two large bounties they'd brought in. It didn't do her any good to poke the bear. Or, in this case, the Gorglik.

      "What about you?" Mourad turned his attention to Max. "You don't talk?"

      "I'm fine with letting my captain do the talking," Max kept her voice steady.

      "She's one of my engineers," Danica said. "She's still in training."

      Mourad took in the petite woman. "A piece of advice? Find yourself another job." He let his eyes wander to the low neckline of her vest and stepped closer. "Better yet? A real warrior who can take care of you."

      Max's cheeks flushed. Mourad took it as an encouraging sign and moved even closer until the pounding of footsteps interrupted him. He stepped away as his men came around the corner.

      "Nothing, sir," Tattoo Neck said. "Our team searched everywhere. And it's not a large ship."

      Mourad growled.

      "I told you," Danica said. "The planet was a dead end."

      Mourad's eyes rested on Danica. "I've left you alone for all this time out of respect for your father."

      "You call this leaving me alone?" Danica spluttered. "Chasing us across the galaxy? Boarding our ship? Knocking me around? Trying to steal our bounty?"

      Mourad leaned over her. "You and your crew have no business being bounty hunters."

      Danica put a hand on her hip. "Well, that's not really your call, is it?"

      Mourad spun on his heel. "Bring them."

      Tattoo Neck took Danica by the arm, and another, thick-armed bounty hunter grabbed Max.

      "You can't take us with you," Danica struggled as she was dragged along. "What are you going to do? Keep us in your brig the rest of our lives?" Her stomach dropped as she said it, and she hoped that wasn't his plan.

      "No," Mourad said without turning around. "I'm going to maroon you and your crew on an uninhabited planet. It should slow you down long enough for me to nab this doctor and claim the half a million credits. Or you'll end up dying there." He craned his neck to meet Danica's eyes, giving her a smile that showed his yellow teeth. "Either way, you're out of my hair."

      “Commander,” Tattoo Neck said with a grin as evil as Mourad’s. “We’re close to the sand planet of Zandureen. Primitive society with no capability for space flight.” His eyes flicked to Danica and Max, and he chuckled. “Last reported contact says their humanoid-compatible species is dwindling fast because they have few females.”

      Mourad threw his head back and laughed, the rough sound echoing off the steel walls. “Looks like you and your crew are about to be in high demand.”

      Danica swallowed hard and tried not to let her face betray her growing panic. It helped to focus her thoughts on one thing she knew for sure. One day, she was going to kill Mourad.
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      K’alvek peered at the shifting sands in front of him. He'd spotted the faint movement from the top of the last dune he'd crested and now he sat perched above it, his long-bladed knife held tightly in one hand and his dark braid swinging over his shoulder and casting a pendulous shadow. The golden sand moved again, leaving a swirling eddy, and K’alvek jabbed his knife down. He felt the blade make contact and thrust it deeper. The creature he'd impaled struggled for a minute, but K’alvek used both hands to steady the knife as the writhing animal flailed under a layer of sand.

      When all movement had stopped, he lifted the animal out of the ground with a twist of his hands. The light-brown sand serpent was as long as his arm, and almost as thick. He wrapped one hand around the struggling animal and it instantly stilled, lulled into a stupor by the energy pulses that made his people such skilled hunters. He silently thanked the creature for its sacrifice, pulled out his knife with his other hand, and took off the head with a single swipe of his blade. He admired the size of the creature before dropping it into the bag slung across his bare back, and wiping his blade off on the leather straps wound around his muscled forearms. A drop of blood trickled onto his hand, and he smeared it across the dark, tribal tattoos covering one side of his chest.

      Tilting his face up, he let the rays of the planet's two suns beat down on him, feeling satisfied. Now it looked like this was the hunting trip he'd claimed it to be. Not that he didn't enjoy hunting the elusive sand dwellers that hid during the day. He'd grown up tracking and searching for them, and was one of his tribe's best hunters. But hunting no longer fulfilled him the way revenge did.

      He began moving toward the rock face that stretched across the sands and formed a natural and unspoken border between his people and their enemy. He hadn't seen any other creature for hours, aside from the sand serpent. Not many liked the solitude of the sands as he did, but it was the perfect place to quiet his mind and find escape. Escape he needed now more than ever.

      He balled his hands into fists as he thought of why he'd left the oasis to trek by himself. Since his father's death almost a full solar rotation ago, he'd been unable to think of much else.

      "You're obsessed," his cousin and best friend, Kush, had said when he'd told him of his plan.

      "You think it is wrong for a son to avenge his father's death?" he'd snapped back at Kush. "I am a warrior like he was."

      Kush had glared back at him, refusing to be intimidated by his taller and usually more aggressive kinsman. "And he was a great fighter who died a warrior's death in battle.”

      “Battle? He was ambushed by our enemy and shot with a blaster. Cowards who do not even know how to battle anymore.”

      Kush had sighed. “Killing the Cresteks won't bring him back, and it will break the truce."

      The truce. K’alvek couldn't think about it without his face darkening and his words turning to growls. His people were warriors, not keepers of peace. Especially not with creatures like the Cresteks. He hated that his father’s successor had agreed to a truce. No matter what the new Dothvek leader promised, he would never forgive.

      "If I cannot fight, I’d rather be on the sands hunting," he'd told Kush as he'd slid his knives into the leather strap across his chest and filled the water skins to prepare for his expedition.

      Kush had looked at him with one dark slash of an eyebrow raised. "Hunting, or spying on the Cresteks?"

      K’alvek had shrugged, then placed a heavy hand on his cousin's shoulder. "I do nothing but watch and plan. For the moment."

      "That is what worries me," Kush had said.

      Even now, K’alvek’s heart pounded as he thought about taking his revenge on those who'd killed his father. He had no intention of wasting his life on vengeance that never came. He quickened his pace, anxious to reach the rocks before the suns set. He would have his revenge soon enough.
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      Danica touched the back of her head where it was tender, and it took her a moment to realize the stickiness on her fingers was blood. She pushed herself up from the metal floor and leaned against the wall, letting her eyes focus.

      She was on the bridge of her ship, so at least that was good. The last thing she'd remembered was Mourad threatening to strand her and her crew on a deserted planet and then feeling a blow to her head before everything went black. Her crew! She felt a moment of panic before she saw Caro, Tori, and Holly lying scattered on the floor around her. Even their bounty, Dr. Max Dryden, whom she'd disguised to blend in with her crew, lay beside her, and Bexli and Pog—both transformed back to their original forms—were sprawled near the door. She crawled to each of them, checking for pulses. All alive, apparently knocked out by Mourad and his goons just like she'd been.

      "That asshole," she said to herself.

      At least he didn't get what he'd come for, Danica thought, as she looked down at Max. The big lout assumed Dr. Max Dryden was a man, and had never expected her to be a petite brunette with heavy eyeliner and spit-spiked hair. Despite the aching knot on her head, Danica was happy about that.

      She closed her eyes and allowed herself a long breath, but her eyes flew open again when she smelled smoke and the ship alarms began to scream. Was their ship on fire?

      Danica pulled herself to her feet and leaned against a nearby console, still dizzy from being knocked out. She focused her blurred vision on the screens overhead and the flashing red lights.

      "What's going on?" Tori was pushing herself onto her knees, her thick hair falling around her face without the metal spikes to hold it up. "The last thing I remember was kicking one of Mourad's guys in the balls."

      "At least you got in a shot," Danica said, pointing to the red lights flashing on the map of the ship overhead. "It looks like they're gone, but now there's a fire in the engine room."

      "Did they sabotage our ship?" Tori had her hands on her thighs and her head down as she tried to stand. "I knew I should have ripped the guy’s nuts off."

      "I'm going to check it out," Danica said.

      "Want me to come with?"

      Danica shook her head gingerly. "See if you can get everyone else up. We're going to need them."

      She exited the bridge and made her way down the corridor, pulling her shirt up over her mouth and nose to keep from inhaling the acrid smoke. It got thicker and blacker as she reached the engine room, so she doubled over to breathe the less-toxic air near the floor. When she reached the door, she pressed the button to open it but stood back as flames licked out of the doorway and into the hall. She was barely able to see into the room, but the billowing smoke and intense heat told her the fire was beyond control. Closing the door and stumbling back to the bridge, Danica cursed herself for not making repairs to the sprinkler system a higher priority. But with a ship as old as hers, it was always a game of patching what she could afford to and hoping for the best.

      "We have to separate the ship," she said when she reached the bridge.

      Holly and Caro were both conscious and sitting in chairs, and Tori was rousing Max, who looked the most confused as she stared up at Tori's wild curls. Pog was licking Bexli’s face, his unusually long, green tongue slurping her cheek and causing her to wake up spluttering.

      "What?" Holly said through coughs. "Are you fucking kidding me? That's only a last resort. We've never even tested the procedure before."

      "Trust me." Danica made her way to a console. "The engine is about to blow. We're out of options."

      Caro's face went even paler as she turned her attention to the navigational console. "They damaged my controls and set us on a collision course with a planet. Dampeners are off-line. Thrusters are damaged. If we separate the ship, I can try to direct our descent and slow us a little, but that's about it."

      "So I guess Mourad wasn't exaggerating when he said he was going to dump us on a deserted planet," Danica said, her fingers tapping the screen as she entered her authorization code to separate the bridge section from the rest of the ship.

      "When we get out of this mess, I'm going to hunt him down and kill him." Tori's voice was nearly a growl.

      “I’ll help you,” Bexli said, and Pog gave a gruff yip.

      If we get out of this mess, Danica thought. She'd been in some sticky scrapes before, but never one like this. If she was being honest with herself, she didn't give them great odds for survival. They'd be lucky if the bridge section separated and made it to the surface of the planet without killing them all. And if they did, they'd be stuck on a planet without a working ship. Best-case scenario included half of her ship burning up and the other half crash -landing. She tried not to think about what she had to do as she entered the last few numbers into the computer. If she thought too hard about ripping her father's ship in two—the only thing he'd left her and the place she'd spent most of her life—she might not have to courage to go through with it.

      "Strap in, ladies," she said, looking quickly at the terrified faces of her crew as they all heard the sound of groaning metal and the bridge unlocking itself from the rest of the ship.

      Tori helped get Max into a chair and buckled in before running to one herself, while Caro used one hand to fasten her safety straps as she navigated the ship with the other. Bexli fell into a seat, fastening a struggling Pog across her chest with the straps.

      Holly staggered to a chair in front of a working console, pulling a handful of her red hair over her nose and breathing through it. She glanced toward the rattling steel door as they heard a muffled boom. "If the engine explodes before we get far enough away, we're goners."

      Danica swallowed hard and tasted soot. She didn't know if she thought exploding was worse than burning to death, but neither was on her bucket list. The ship pitched to one side as the bridge broke free and Danica slid to the edge of her seat, the frayed safety straps keeping her from falling to the floor.

      "I'm not sure if I believe you anymore," Max shouted, over the successive blasts from the engine room.

      Danica looked over at the woman whose grease pencil was running black streaks down her face from the heat. "What are you talking about?"

      "I think the other bounty hunter's ship might not have been so bad compared to this," Max said as she braced her arms on a console.

      If things hadn't been so dire, Danica might have laughed.

      The ship ripped apart with a final groan and the bridge jerked forward, unencumbered by the bulk of the ship. All the women looked up at the monitors and at the hazy, red planet as they hurtled toward it. A massive explosion behind them made the hull shake and the bridge list to one side.

      Holly looked over her shoulder, her expression pained. "Gods, I'm going to miss that engine."

      Danica refused to think of how much she would miss her ship. No point in crying over a hunk of metal if she might not be alive in five minutes. She watched the approaching surface of the planet, and her only thought was how desolate it looked. No cities, no buildings, no signs of life. Not even any forests or water she could see. Just endless desert. She mentally added dying from thirst to the list of ways she didn't want to go.

      "Brace!" Caro screamed, as the sand dunes rushed toward them.

      Danica closed her eyes without thinking as they crashed into the unknown planet.
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      She ran her hands over his broad shoulders and down his rippling chest muscles, scraping against his skin with her fingernails. But his skin didn't yield to the pressure; it was as hard as armor, although it felt smooth and warm.

      Her eyes fluttered open and rested on the bold, black slashes across his massive chest muscles and over his shoulders. She drew a finger down the roped muscles of his arm, shuddering as they shifted beneath her touch.

      The tattoos were inky black and a stark contrast to the burnished gold of his skin. A dark, matte gold that didn't shine like metal, but seemed to shimmer from within as her fingers pressed against it. He wasn't human, but he wasn't any species she'd ever seen before, either.

      She closed her eyes again as he lowered his head and nuzzled her ear, his long hair falling around her face. She ran her tongue up his neck then along his ear to its pointy tip, tasting the slight saltiness of his skin. He growled, and the deep rumbling shot a jolt down her spine. She arched her back, pressing against the firmness of his chest, raking her nails across his back and feeling the sharp ridges that swept out from his spine.

      Danica felt him lift his chest and throw back his head, his moan primal. A fire spread through her body as she bucked her hips against his, wrapping her legs around his waist. She dragged her hands down the hardness of his stomach until she met rows of ridges leading her fingers lower.

      As she let her fingers follow the ridges, Danica could feel his desire for her. She could sense it almost like it was a part of her, like his wanting was engulfing her thoughts and emotions. Then his hands were pushing hers away and he pressed his body against her, tilting his hips so the ridges she'd just been exploring now rubbed against her bare flesh and sent a wave of pleasure through her. She gasped as her body throbbed with the need for more.

      This was how he wanted her—trembling with desire. Somehow, Danica could sense his emotions swirling through his head in a jumble with hers. He wanted to take her, to have her, to make her his. Yes, she thought. I’m yours.
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        * * *

      

      Danica woke feeling dazed. Her dream had been so real; it took her a moment to realize that she wasn't in bed with a massive man covered in tattoos and ridges. And had his ears actually been pointed? She shook her head and felt her cheeks warm as she flashed back to the images that had seemed so real.

      What was that about? It certainly hadn't been anything close to a memory, since most of her encounters with men had been fumbling, awkward experiences after one too many drinks at an outpost. Nothing passionate or steamy about those. No, this had been entirely different. It had been like the ultimate fantasy she never knew she had. Who knew an alien with ridges and gold skin was what turned her on?

      Her heart raced from the memory of the creature even though the images were fading, as the scent of smoke and the pounding of her head assaulted her senses. Shifting fully into consciousness, she realized alarms wailed somewhere in the distance. She blinked a few times and her eyes focused. Not only was she not in bed with a hottie, she wasn't in bed at all. She was on her ship, and the wails were the alarms reminding her they'd crash-landed on an unknown planet.

      Danica raised one sluggish hand to her head as she unhooked herself from the safety harness with the other. Her fingers touched a sticky patch matted with hair, making her flinch. She didn't know if this was an injury from the crash or from when Mourad knocked her out and dumped her on the bridge, but it didn't matter. There would be time to assess her cuts and bruises later. Right now she needed to make sure the rest of her crew was okay.

      She scanned the dim, smoky interior illuminated by glowing red emergency lights and could make out other figures moving slowly. "Is everyone still with me?" she called over the sound of the alarms.

      Tori was the first to respond. "Present and accounted for."

      "If this is the afterlife, it looks just as shitty as real life," Caro said, followed by a series of coughs. “But at least we aren’t in Mourad’s brig, so that’s a positive.”

      Bexli unstrapped herself, and Pog fell to the floor, bouncing once then changing into a pale green transparent ball and rolling across the floor.

      Danica had never completely adjusted to how quickly Bexli and Pog could change form, but she’d learned not to be startled each time. When Pog hit the far wall, he changed back into his fluffy form and scampered back to Bexli.

      "Can we do anything about those alarms?" Bexli asked, pulling herself to a console and pressing buttons.

      The shrieking of the alarms wasn't doing her pounding head any favors, either.

      Danica spotted Max slumped forward in her seat, her head bowed. Her stomach clenched at the sight. Please don't be dead. Please don't be dead. She shook the woman by the shoulder and let out a breath when she groaned, lifting her head and squinting up. The black grease marks Danica had drawn under her eyes to make the doctor look tougher had melted to look like black tears trailing down her cheeks.

      "Where am I?"

      “We crash-landed on the planet, remember?" Danica gave her a cursory once-over and didn't notice anything bleeding.

      The alarms stopped screaming, and Danica felt her shoulders unclench.

      "Um, Captain," Tori's voice from across the bridge held a tone of alarm. "You'd better get over here."

      Danica walked unsteadily across the slanted floor until she reached where Tori and Caro huddled over Holly. The engineer was still strapped into her chair, but a jagged piece of metal now protruded from her shoulder. Blood seeped through the fabric of her shirt and created a stark contrast with the bright-pink paisley.

      Danica mouth went dry. "Is she…?"

      Tori removed her fingers from the side of Holly's neck. "She's alive, and her heartbeat is regular."

      "Holly, honey." Caro gently patted her cheek. "Can you open your eyes for me?"

      Holly eyelids fluttered open, then her gaze shifted to the metal in her arm. "Fuck."

      "Don't worry," Danica told her. "We're going to get it out, and you'll be fine."

      "I'll bet now's the time you wish we'd brought on a medical officer," Tori said, under her breath.

      Danica shook her head. So far they’d been able to rely on the scraps of medic training her father had given her, along with her other crew mate’s basic knowledge of how to patch up minor injuries. Now, for the first time, they had an actual doctor on board. "No need. We have Max."

      "I thought she was a scientist," Caro said. "Does she also have medical training?"

      "It's close enough," Danica said. "And more than the rest of us have, anyway."

      Danica knew enough to do basic first aid, but Holy needed more than that. She walked back to Max, keeping her balance on the sloped floor by holding onto the consoles and chairs, and unfastened the harness keeping the scientist upright. Danica caught her when she began to slip out of the chair. "Ready to earn your keep, Doctor?"

      "What keep?" she said. "I was in your brig for all of thirty minutes before that big, creepy guy came on board."

      "Okay," Danica sighed. "Forget the keep part. We need your help." She led her over to Holly. "One of my crew members is injured."

      Max blinked at Holly a few times, then looked at the captain. "What do you want me to do?"

      Tori crossed her bare arms over her chest. "Aren't you a doctor?"

      Max waved a hand in Holly's direction. "Not that kind of doctor. I'm a scientist who studies minerals." She wrinkled her nose. "I'm not even that crazy about the sight of blood."

      "Great," Tori muttered. "A doctor who isn't a real doctor. This day keeps getting better and better."

      Max glared at Tori, the black streaks on her face making her look severe. "I can tell you from common sense that you should remove the metal, clean out the wound, and close it up."

      “Yeah,” Danica said. “That much we know.”

      Caro stood up and wiped her hands on the front of her pants. "I dealt with worse than this when I was with the Valox resistance. I’ll get the first aid kit."

      Danica grinned. So far, they hadn’t encountered anything that was worse than what Caro had dealt with as a resistance pilot. Another reason she loved her rag-tag crew.

      Holly managed a weak smile as she gingerly shifted in her chair. "Do we know anything about the state of the ship, or where we landed?"

      Danica exchanged a brief, embarrassed look with Tori. "Not yet. We were focused on making sure everyone on board was okay."

      "Now that you know I'm going to survive," Holly said. "We should find out what we're dealing with. Do we have comms?"

      Tori pulled herself over to a console and lowered her face to see the read-outs in the red glow of the lights. "Doesn't look like it. We're running on emergency power."

      Danica groaned. No way to send out a distress call, if the communication systems were offline. She guessed she should be grateful they had emergency power and weren't sitting in pitch darkness.

      "I can work on comms as soon as I'm patched up," Holly said. "Do we know anything about what's outside?"

      Danica joined Tori at the console and pressed a few buttons. "We have environmental readings. Breathable air, if a little thin for us, but hot."

      "Got it." Bexli held a white first aid kit over her head as she made her way to Holly.

      Caro took it from her and popped it open. "Now we just need to remove, clean, and close."

      "I'll help," Max said after Caro produced a few packets of antiseptic.

      "Thanks." Caro smiled at her and passed her a metal flashlight. "If you can hold the light, I should be able to handle the rest."

      Bexli swiveled her wrists and her hands emitted a glow that illuminated half of the cockpit.

      Max glanced at her, then at the feeble flashlight, clicking it off. “I guess we really don’t need this since one of your crew members has glowing hands.”

      “She’s a Lycithian shape-shifter,” Caro explained, her mouth twitching up. “It comes in handy.”

      Bexli shrugged. “I can shift one part of my body if I need to. Nerimbians can emit light through their hands, so I just shifted my hands.”

      Max cut her eyes to Danica. “Kudos to the most interesting crew I’ve seen in a long time.”

      “Thanks.” Since the others had Holly's injury well in hand, Danica turned to Tori. "You want to come with me to check out the planet?"

      Tori straightened her shoulders and pushed her wild mass of dark curls off her face. "Wouldn't miss it."

      Danica snaked her way around the chairs and consoles of the bridge, pulling herself the last few meters because they were the steepest.

      "We went into the ground nose first," Tori said, glancing back at the steep pitch of the bridge and the crumpled steel of the ship's nose.

      "But the ground couldn't have been too hard," Danica said. "Otherwise our ship would have been torn apart."

      Danica paused before she pressed her hand over the sensor to open the door, nervous to see what type of planet Mourad had marooned them on. From what they'd seen on their descent, there were no cities or even villages. Danica hoped that meant there would not be a greeting party of angry natives waiting for them.

      Tori pressed Danica's hand to the door sensor with her own. "Let's do this."

      The door slid open and Danica stepped to the edge, looking down to the ground several meters below. She raised her eyes and stared out at the sand dunes that stretched in front of them, rising and falling like golden waves to the edge of the horizon. A pair of suns—one orange and one nearly white—blazed at different points in the colorless sky, and stifling heat seemed to radiate off the shimmering sand. There were no natives, restless or otherwise, but there was also no visible water or vegetation. Nothing but sand.

      Danica closed the door quickly and took a gulp of the cool air that remained on the ship. "Well, this isn't great."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      K’alvek looked up at the sky. The fiery streak that ripped across the heavens was gone, but he could see smoke twisting up in the distance. Whatever it was had landed about five tetrons from him.

      He knew he wasn't the only one to see it. A crash like that would attract attention even out on the sands, and there was no way to know how far away it had been seen. He scanned the vast expanse of glittering dunes stretching out to either side of him. If his enemy had seen it, it would take them some time to reach it from their city tucked behind the rocks.

      This wasn’t the first ship to land on their planet, but offworld vessels did not usually arrive in a flaming streak. The ship tearing across the sky had interrupted his thoughts as well as his trek, startling his calm and filling his mind with images he couldn't explain. He grunted as he adjusted the strap that crossed his bare chest and felt the attached blades shift against his skin.

      He did not like his mind being bombarded with things that made no sense. He was used to reading others’ emotions. All Dothveks could. It was one of the ways they communicated with each other, and was another reason K’alvek relished the emptiness of the sands. But he’d never experienced anything like that before.

      He cleared his mind of the desire he felt building again, dismissing the images that had flashed through his mind after the object crashed. Images so real and strange he couldn't explain them any other way but to connect them to the arrival of the ship. Who was the frail creature who had intruded in his thoughts? Not someone he'd imagined, for he'd never laid eyes on anyone as tiny and helpless as her. Fragile and pale with skin so smooth the thought of touching her quickened his breath and made his cock grow hard. He shifted his stance, feeling his girth strain against his leg coverings. He exhaled sharply, angry with himself. The female he'd seen looked nothing like Dothvek females—no ridges or hard skin to protect against the heat of two suns—so why did he find her so appealing?

      He uttered an oath under his breath. The last thing he needed to do was to chase after some frail female. His priority was avenging his father, not rescuing anyone. Finding out what crashed and if there were survivors was not part of his plan. He stared at the curling, black smoke and cursed again.

      He despised himself for the need he felt to find the ship and discover if the strange creature was inside it. A warrior didn’t have any room for weakness, but there he was, worrying about the female he’d seen in his vision. Even if she wasn't Dothvek, she was clearly female. He could not ignore that even if he wanted to. Even if he told himself his revenge came first.

      After a lifetime spent worshipping the goddesses that had created his planet and revering the priestesses who interpreted their prophecies, he felt a fierce urge to protect the creature from his vision. He'd never fantasized about a Dothvek priestess, though, and felt a flush of shame at the thought. He reminded himself that the female in his vision was not a priestess. All the more reason to find her before anyone else. Not every species on the planet believed females were to be protected. He inhaled deeply, breathing in the hot air like long gulps of water. If he ran, he could reach the crash before any others did. He wasn't sure if he was the only one to feel the pull, but he knew he needed to find her before the beady-eyed scavengers did. Or worse, the Cresteks.

      K’alvek began running across the sand, his wide feet finding easy traction in the powdery surface. It felt good to run, to unleash some of the energy that had been pent up because there were no battles to fight. He pumped his legs harder, his leather pants slipping lower on his hips and exposing his front vee of ridges. He closed his eyes for a moment and could feel her fingers on him again, feather-light as they stroked his ridges and followed them down farther.

      K’alvek shook his head and opened his eyes. A creature as fragile as the one that entered his thoughts should be nothing more than a curiosity, he told himself. Then why was he overpowered with the need to protect her, to claim her? He forced that absurd thought from his mind. If she was not Dothvek, there was no chance she could forge a mating bond.

      Like all Dothveks, there would only ever be one female he would be able to bond and procreate with—the one who would form a unique bond with his mind and he with hers. If he was lucky enough to have a mate, since his clan had so few females now after the sickness. As far as he knew, Dothveks did not bond with others species. At least, they never had before. Then why did he feel pulled to seek out this strange creature? Why did his cock twitch at the thought of her?

      K’alvek growled low in his throat. Impossible. There was no room in his life for anything until he'd gotten his revenge. Not even a mind mate. Was there?
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      “What do we do?" Caro asked, as she joined Tori and Danica. Max was finishing up Holly's stitches, proving to be a better doctor than she'd claimed to be, and Holly was actually laughing at something Max said. Bexli held Holly’s hand, while Pog ran around them as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

      "That depends," Danica said. "How fast can Holly get back to work?"

      Caro cast a glance over her shoulder. "She's still weak from blood loss. I think we did a pretty good job, considering, but one arm will be out of commission for a while. Luckily, the cut didn’t seem to damage any nerve endings. Once, when I was flying a mission out of Klaron Alpha, our first mate—"

      “Um, Caro,” Tori said, interrupting her.

      “Sorry.” Caro shook her head. “You know I babble when I’m nervous.”

      “It’s okay.” Danica put a hand on her pilot’s arm. “We’re all on edge. But, we need to get a distress signal out so we can get rescued. And that means we need Holly’s expertise.”

      Tori tapped her foot on the floor and the sound echoed. "Captain’s right. We don't have a while. There's a reason no one's colonized this planet. It's a burning hot sand pit."

      She didn't want to scare Caro, but Danica agreed with her security chief. They were on a big ball of sand, and it was hot as hell. "The faster we can get the comms system up and running, the faster we can get out of here."

      Caro nodded. "Let me get Holly some water, and tell her the situation."

      Danica put a hand on Caro's arm as she turned around. "Not too much. All our supplies were on the main ship."

      Caro's brown eyes grew wide. "Right. Damn. So all we have…?"

      Tori pointed to a locked cabinet built into the back wall where they kept a nominal stash of food and water. "Is in there."

      When Caro had returned to Holly and Max, Danica grabbed Tori's arm. "We're not going to last very long on our backup supplies. Especially now that we have an extra person."

      Tori narrowed her eyes at Max. "Good thing she's worth a lot."

      Danica couldn't help feeling pleased that Tori still believed they were going to get off the planet and claim their bounty. That meant she wasn't going down without a fight, and Danica had learned that having Tori fighting on her side was always a good thing. "Exactly. And when we turn her over, we're going to get ourselves a ship even better than the last one."

      Tori grinned. "Hell yeah, we are."

      Danica cast her eyes toward the door leading outside. "Why don't I go on a scouting mission to see if there's anything out there?"

      "You're kidding, right?" Tori stared at her. "You want to go out into that? There's nothing but sand."

      "We don't know that for certain, since our systems can't tell us much." Danica glanced at the flickering lights of the consoles. "Mourad said there were natives here, right?”

      “Natives who’re running short of women,” Tori grumbled.

      “He probably said that to be a dick,” Danica made a face as she thought about the pig bounty hunter who’d marooned them. “But I've heard about deserts having an oasis with trees and water."

      Her father had read her old Earth adventure stories filled with exotic desert tents, sultans, and pyramids. She knew they were only stories, but her father had told her that Earth used to have wide expanses of uninhabited land, so maybe an oasis was a real thing. And perhaps this planet had them.

      Tori arched one dark brow. "Do all sand planets have them?"

      Danica shrugged. "I don't know, but I guess we’re going to find out." She cut her eyes to her security chief. “You’re with me.”

      “Hell, yeah I am.” Tori grinned.

      At least she could count on Tori to never back down from a challenge. "Then let's grab some water and get to it."

      "Did I hear you say you're going out there?" Caro asked, coming up behind them, her eyes pinched.

      Danica and Tori exchanged a look as they both hooked blasters to their belts.

      "It's okay," Caro said. "We'll be fine here. Holly's going to get to work on the computers, and Max is going to help her. She may not be an engineer, but she and Holly seem to get along well. Bexli and Pog can act as security until you both return. Morphing into monsters usually scares most creatures away."

      Danica looked over her shoulder at the three women—one almost boyish with her short dark hair and elfin features, another curvy with wild, red hair and equally bright clothes, and the last one a shape shifter with lavender hair. At first glance they seemed to be mismatched, but then again Danica's entire crew was a mismatch of women who didn't fit in anywhere else.

      Tori clapped a hand on Caro's shoulder. "Make sure they don't blow anything up before we get back."

      Caro gave a mock salute, but Danica could tell from the wrinkle between her brown, almond-shaped eyes that she worried about them.

      "We'll be fine," she said in a lowered voice, as Tori grabbed a gray backpack and went to the cabinet for water. "We won't go far."

      "And when you get back, we should have some good news for you," Caro said, her voice artificially upbeat. She held out her hand, opening it to display a few small, boomerang-shaped devices. “In the meantime, you should take these.”

      “Our temporary auditory translators?” Danica eyed the devices that attached behind the ear. “You really think we’ll run into aliens out there?”

      Caro shrugged. “You never know, but if you do, you need a way for them to understand that you come in peace.” Her gaze flicked to Tori. “Especially since you’re with a Zevrian who likes to shoot first and ask questions later. Besides, we have plenty in the cabinet since we got paid in them for finding that bounty on Cathago II.”

      “You have to admit they’ve come in handy with bounties who don’t have implants.” Danica took the devices and shoved them into the pocket of her pants.

      Caro rolled her eyes, and Danica knew exactly how she’d felt about bartering their services. “Yeah, yeah. Let’s hope they don’t come in handy this time.”

      Danica patted her pilot's shoulder, walked up the incline to the door that led outside, and pulled her hair into a ponytail as she waited for Tori to join her.

      "Let's do this," Tori said when she stood next to Danica.

      Danica pressed the button to open the door, inhaling sharply as the heat hit her face. Tori didn't hesitate to drop the ten meters into the sand below. Danica saw her land, and a golden cloud puff up around her, then jumped herself, immediately sinking nearly knee-deep.

      She reached down and picked up a handful of the substance that covered the planet. Unlike sand she'd encountered on other planets, this sand felt as fine and soft as powder as it slipped through her fingers. It wasn't brown, either, but looked almost gold and iridescent when the light hit it. Now that she could see beyond the doorway of the ship, she realized the sand dunes extended out to one side, but on the other side sat a range of craggy mountains the same color as the sand.

      Tori coughed and waved the sand dust away from her face as she tried to trudge forward. Danica pulled one foot out of the superfine sand and took a step. Her rubber-soled boots were no match for the substance covering the planet. "This is going to take forever."

      "There must be a way to circumvent this," Tori said.

      Danica looked around and saw a wide slab of metal that had been dislodged in the crash. The side was jagged, but if they sat on the middle they should be able to propel their way across the sand.

      "Like body boarding," Danica said as she pulled the metal over. She scooted herself onto the front and patted the back, indicating where Tori should sit.

      Tori looked doubtful, but crawled on board and gripped Danica's shoulders from behind.

      Danica held her arms out wide and scooped them into the warm sand, moving forward just a few inches. Okay, that was better. Not great, but better. She moved her arms faster, feeling Tori's arms also paddling behind her, and the metal board began gliding across the shimmering surface. They pulled themselves to the top of a slight incline and, only as they tilted over the top, did they realize how deep the drop was on the other side.

      Tori screamed as they careened down the steep hill. Danica leaned back to keep from flying over the top of the makeshift surfboard, and they zoomed down the hill and up another smaller one before slowing. She put a hand to her chest and could feel her heart pounding wildly. She heard Tori's laugh behind her, the sound echoing back to her in the sand valley, and turned to see the wide smile on her friend's face. Usually, when Tori exposed her rows of pointy teeth it was terrifying, but not this time. She couldn't help laughing herself even though her pulse still raced. That was fun, she thought, especially since they didn't die.

      Looking back past Tori, Danica saw the remnants of black smoke swirling into the air. It was a good way to mark the ship—until it vanished. She knew their ship was on the other side of the sand mountain they'd flown down, but how would they find it again after the smoke dissipated and they'd gone up and down a dozen dunes? She looked at the snakelike trail the board had left down the high dune and watched it shift and vanish. In normal sand, their weight would leave a path, but in this powdery-soft version of sand, any trace of them disappeared within seconds.

      She nudged Tori. "We're not leaving a trail. And the smoke is fading."

      Tori followed her gaze and held up a scanner. "Did you think I forgot this?”

      Danica nodded, but she knew that their scanners needed replacing and were glitchy at the best of times, which this wasn’t. “Okay, but I’m going to also count sand dunes. That can't be too tough if we keep going in the same direction."

      She gazed up at the two suns to mentally mark their position, making sure not to look directly at them as their heat beat down on her face. "Just a few more, then we turn back."

      They paddled up a dune and crested it, scanning the horizon for anything that wasn't sand or mountains. The gold sand shimmered so brilliantly it was almost hard to look at. "Two," Danica said as they slid down.

      After a few more hills her arms began to ache, and Danica felt the beginnings of a headache. Her breathing was deeper, but she never felt like she had enough air in her lungs—a sure sign the thin air was getting to her. She stole a glance behind her and noticed the rivulets of sweat running down Tori's flushed face. "Time to turn back," she said.

      Tori handed her one of the gray water bottles and unscrewed the cap of another for herself. Even though the water inside had warmed up quickly, and she could taste the metal of the bottle, Danica felt better once she'd had a few gulps.

      As Danica tucked the bottle between her knees and tried not to touch the hot metal of the pseudo surfboard, she thought she spotted a flash of blue between the dunes. Her heart thumped faster. Had they actually found an oasis?

      She squinted to get a better look at the flash of blue. Yep. Definitely something out there.

      "Look." She nudged Tori and extended a finger toward the horizon. "Do you see it? The blue over there? I wonder it it’s an oasis?"

      Tori squinted and wiped a sandy hand across her sweaty forehead. "I see something." She extended the scanner in its direction. “The scanner’s giving me nothing.”

      “Typical. Let’s check it out.” Danica angled the sandboard in the direction of the newly-discovered oasis and pushed off down the hill, then the pair paddled up to the top of the next one.

      Where had the blue gone? Danica searched the spot where she’d seen it, but now there was nothing but endless, shimmering, gold sand. She closed her eyes in frustration.

      Tori put a hand on her back. "We should go back. We've gone too far, and now we've changed direction."

      Danica nodded and looked behind her, but the dunes appeared identical as they rose and fell in waves as far as she could see. She pushed down a stir of panic. She couldn't see the ship anywhere even though she knew it was behind her. And the smoke was gone. Had it been six dunes away. Or was it seven? Did they count the last dune?

      "We need to turn the board," Tori said.

      Danica focused on trying to pivot the board to face the other way. The board lurched to one side and Tori shot out an arm for balance, snagging it on the jagged back edge of metal. She hissed in pain as blood ran down her wrist, a bright-red rivulet tracing down her skin. Danica twisted around to help her friend and lost her balance. The board teetered on the crest of the hill before pitching back and sending Danica falling down the sand dune and Tori rolling off to one side holding her arm. The metal board somersaulted behind Danica, and she felt the rough metal edge slash her leg as she tumbled head over heels down the steep hill.

      When she reached the bottom, Danica lay flat on her back for a moment, trying to catch her breath and spit out the mouthful of sand she'd swallowed after she’d face-planted multiple times down the hill. She sat up and looked down at her leg where the metal board had cut her. The calf of her pant leg was wet with blood, and she winced as she pulled it up to see the damage. The gash was long and bleeding heavily, although since it was in the fleshy part of her calf, she knew it hadn't hit an artery.

      She looked around the sand peaks rising around her. Tori should be on the other side of the dune, but which dune? And where did her water bottle go? Shit. Or her blaster? Both appeared to have flown off during her tumble. Even though Danica didn't love the idea of using up her water in the middle of a desert under two sweltering suns, she needed to clean her wound. And Tori’s. Where was her friend?

      Danica called her name, but didn't get a response. She wondered if the high dunes muffled sound.

      She scanned the shimmering surface and didn't see her water bottle anywhere. Crap. It must have sunk into the sand when she flew off the board. So much for washing the sand out of her cut, or for staying hydrated. She winced from the pain as she pressed her hands against the wound to stop the bleeding, and felt a wave of panic as her breaths became shallower. The thin air was catching up to her, making her see spots as she blinked.

      You can do this, she told herself. Her father had taught her basic first aid as a child, and more than once she'd been the only one to patch him up after a brawl at an outpost or a burn fixing the engine. Even though the memory wasn't necessarily a happy one, it made her feel better to think of her father. He’d raised her to be tough and independent, not to panic or feel sorry for herself.

      “You got this,” Danica said aloud, her voice echoing back at her.

      She took a deep breath and felt her determination return. All she had to do was find Tori and get back to the ship. What did she have to make a tourniquet? The fabric of her pants and top were too stiff to rip up, so she reached one hand under her shirt and unhooked her bra. Luckily, she favored utilitarian bras made with lots of spandex and no underwire. Perfect for tying a knot. She maneuvered her arms until she'd slipped the bra out from under her shirt, and tied it tightly above her cut.

      She leaned back, closing her eyes and letting both hands sink into the sand behind her. She took a few more long breaths to steady her heart rate and keep from going into shock. She knew shock could be as dangerous as the injury itself, so she slowed her breathing and called out for Tori again. Nothing. Could the Zevrian really not hear her?

      She needed to regain her strength so she could find her friend and make it back to the ship. Was Tori calling for her and trying to climb up the sand dunes on the other side of the deep valley? Without the board, Danica knew her friend wouldn't make it far. She picked up a handful of the iridescent gold sand and it vanished through her fingers. Not in this. She'd have to get back on the board and go looking for Tori even though her leg throbbed.

      She allowed herself another minute of rest before trying to move. Despite concentrating on breathing through the pain, Danica’s nipples hardened and an image from her dream flashed through her head. Get a grip, she told herself. This was not the time to be having sex dreams.

      When she opened her eyes, she realized she must have lost too much blood and begun hallucinating. She blinked hard a few times, but it didn't work.

      Standing over her was a massive creature. At first glance he looked like a man, a massive, bare-chested man with bulging muscles, and leather straps wrapped around his forearms, as well as one slung across his chest. But as Danica raised a hand to shield the suns and get a better look, she saw that his skin was a deep gold, and thick black slash marks covered his massive chest muscles. She looked into his face and the kohl-rimmed green eyes that stared at her intently beneath eyebrows that angled up sharply, then noticed his long brown hair tied back to reveal a pair of pointed ears.

      Pointed ears. Her heart began to race again as the images of her dream rushed back to her. The hardness of the gold skin, the spiny ridges on the back, the saltiness as she'd run her tongue up the alien's neck. The wanting.

      One of his eyebrows raised as he bent down closer to her, and despite the wave of fear so strong she couldn't scream, Danica couldn't help but notice a huge bulge outlined against one side of his pants and running halfway to his knee. It wasn't hard to see that it was huge and hard. She scooted back, dragging her wounded leg, feeling both a flush of embarrassment and tremors of panic.

      Then she felt a rush of pleasure that she knew instinctively did not belong to her—could not belong to her—before the world around her became obscured by black spots. How could she feel any emotions aside from her own? The single question floated through her mind before she blacked out and felt the creature’s strong arms catch her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      K’alvek recognized the tiny creature from his vision at once, although he had not imagined her in the dull-colored, nearly masculine coverings she wore. He'd reached her just in time to see her fall down the hill and watch her call out before pulling a contraption from under her clothing and tie it around her wounded leg.

      He could feel her pain, but also her calm. She was planning to cross the sands despite her injury. Even though she was small and clearly unsuitable for survival, she was brave. Or foolish, K’alvek thought as he shook his head. The sands could kill something as delicate as her. He was surprised she was not in worse shape.

      She did not hear him approach her, but K’alvek was used to moving stealthily. All her thoughts were focused on her leg and on taking deep breaths, as he slid down a dune to reach her.

      He noticed that her pale hair was tied back but wavy down past her shoulders, and he saw from the thin fabric of her coverings that she had no ridges. Just as in his memories, her skin looked smooth and pale—ill-suited to the strength of two suns. Even though it was marred by blood, he could tell that her exposed leg was lithe and long compared to the rest of her, and his mind flashed back to her wrapping her legs around his waist. He felt a need to see the rest of her legs without coverings, and he imagined himself pulling them off her, exposing her legs and running his hands down their length.

      She leaned back with her eyes closed, arching her back and stretching her clothing taut across her breasts. The thin fabric did little to hide the shape of the soft mounds that quivered slightly when she moved. He was fascinated. Nothing on a Dothvek female was that soft. As he watched her, and almost as if she could sense his attention, he saw her nipples harden with arousal.

      When she looked up at him, K’alvek could sense her surprise and then her recognition. So, she'd seen him before, as well? And, perhaps more surprising, she desired him.

      When he knelt down to inspect her injury, he didn't need to read her mind to notice her eyes widen as she took all of him in. Her lashes fluttered and her eyes rolled back in her head, and he caught her before she collapsed onto the sand, her body light.

      He cursed himself and his curiosity. He could not leave her now, that much was clear. For one, she was wounded and wholly unsuited to surviving in the elements. But more importantly, he felt a powerful draw to her that he couldn't explain. He'd certainly desired females before, but it made no sense for him to feel so protective of one who was not Dothvek. He doubted a female this small and fragile could physically mate with him, although the thought made his cock throb.

      He cursed himself again. This would delay his plan to spy on the Cresteks, even if he only revived her and treated her leg. But he knew he would do more than that; he needed to get her to safety. It was only a delay, he told himself. Rescuing this female would not stop him from his mission, no matter how hard she made his cock.

      K’alvek lifted her, cradling her limp body in his arms. She was no bigger than a female Dothvek child, although from the swell of her breasts and the curve of her hips, her body was clearly mature. He pressed one of his hands to her chest to feel for the beating, and the wide span of his fingers covered both of her soft breasts. The beating was still there and was steady, if quick. He released his breath and removed his hand, fighting the urge to feel more of her softness.

      He studied her as he held her languid body. Dark lashes framed her eyes, but her eyebrows were arched instead of sharp, angled lines like his. A bruise on her cheek was turning from red to blue, the flesh slightly swollen. Wispy tendrils of her pale hair curled around her face. Her pink lips looked parched, the bottom lip plumper than the top, and her nose looked just as pink. He wondered if both were reactions to the suns. She did not look sturdy enough to withstand the heat of the day. Even her coverings were little help. He needed to take her someplace where he could tend to her. The sands were not safe. She needed shelter. K’alvek glanced at her leg still trickling blood, and the strange fabric tied around it. Bits of sand clung to the open wound, and the skin looked torn. Her flesh needed cleaning.

      He looked out across the dunes. His village was half a day's run. He could carry her, but he would not be as fast as he would be on his own. And she would be exposed throughout the journey.

      He grudgingly cast his eyes at the mountains behind him. They were closer, but did he dare risk taking her near the Cresteks? It was one thing to creep into the rocks to spy by himself. Carrying a female near their territory was a risk. They could be heading for the sands now. He was sure the Cresteks had seen the crash and, even though this creature was not with a ship, it was clear she was not from this planet.

      He felt a surge of protectiveness, and pulled the delicate creature closer to him. He knew she would be considered valuable to them—their kind suffered from few females, as did his—but he also knew the Cresteks no longer revered the goddesses. He tasted bile as he thought of the people responsible for his father's death—cold creatures obsessed with accumulation and weapons, instead of preserving their culture and revering the planet. A low rumble escaped his throat. He would never let them take anything from him again.

      As much as he did to want to admit it, he felt a bond with this creature. Her emotions flowed into his mind as easily as his own, even though she was not one of his kind. He did not know how it was possible or what it meant, but he knew one thing for certain. She was now his to protect.

      He turned back to the sands to begin running, when he saw something that made his breath catch in his throat. The wall of sand swirling toward them on the horizon blocked one of the suns and darkened the sky. Stretching across the sands in either direction, the blackness of the sand storm roared toward them.
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      Tori rolled over, rubbing her head and groaning. Had she had one too many Grendolian whiskeys again? When her hand touched grit on her forehead, she blinked a few times, then raised a hand to shield her eyes from the sun. Correction, suns. Okay, she definitely wasn’t in her bunk on the ship.

      It took her a few seconds to remember exactly where she was and what had happened. She sat bolt upright, spitting out a mouthful of sand that seemed to coat her teeth. Where was her captain?

      “Danica,” she called out, hearing nothing but her own hoarse voice echoing back to her. She swallowed so much sand, she could barely talk, much less yell.

      She recalled that they’d fallen from the top of a sand dune. She’d gone one way and the captain had flipped down the other. Scrambling to sit up, she felt a sharp jolt of pain in her arm and looked down at the bloody cut. She’d had worse, she thought.

      All she needed to do was find the captain and get them back to the ship. The search for water or an oasis or any type of intelligent life on the sand shit hole had been a total bust, and she would be glad to get back to the relative cool of their ship—or what remained of it.

      Gazing up at the multiple peaks of sand surrounding her, she wondered which one she’d fallen down. They were all pretty high, and she didn’t relish the idea of climbing up each of them. Before she could pick one, she felt a shift in the air and heard a low rumble in the distance.

      Her heart lurched in her chest. Maybe the rest of their crew had gotten off an SOS signal. Maybe it was a ship approaching. Mourad could have been lying about the planet being primitive. It would have been just his style to scare them out like that. She’d always suspected the big bully enjoyed instilling fear as much as anything.

      Tori climbed up the fine slope of sand, slipping several times before reaching the top. When she pulled herself up to peer across the desert, her hope for a rescue ship vanished. It wasn’t a ship. It was a dark swirling storm moving fast across the dunes.

      She watched as the wall of roiling sand roared toward her. Shit. There was no point in trying to outrun it. She could barely move through the powdery dunes, much less run. Rolling to the bottom of the valley of sand, Tori attempted to curl herself into tight ball, pulling her shirt up over her face and tucking her head into her chest.

      The sound was deafening as the storm hit, the winds buffeting her and sending sand pelting against her skin. She squeezed her eyes tight, even though she was surrounded by blackness, and she attempted not to breathe. Still, the fine particles of sand flew into her nose and down her throat.

      Tori fought the urge to cough, knowing that opening her mouth meant choking on sand, even though she already felt like she was smothering to death. Her lungs burned. She needed to breathe, to suck in clean air that wasn’t there, but she couldn’t. No matter how much the need clawed at her.

      You are not going to die like this, she told herself. A Zevrian warrior does not die from swallowing too much sand.

      After what felt like an eternity, the storm passed over her, and Tori alternated between gasping for breath and spitting out mouthfuls of grit, finally vomiting up yellow bile that pooled on the sand before sinking into it. She rolled onto her side, her body trembling.

      What the hell kind of planet was this and where was her captain?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Danica woke to the jostling motion of running. Fast running. It took her a minute to realize she wasn't the one running. She opened her eyes slowly, flinching against the bright sunlight, and she could see she was being carried—held tightly in the arms of the creature she'd seen before she’d passed out.

      Her face was pressed against his bare chest and, although his skin was hard, it wasn't rough. Danica blinked a few times as the world came into clearer focus, and she could see her own hand, pale and small, against the burnished gold of his exposed flesh. She moved her fingers over the bold, black lines across his massive chest muscle. She shifted a bit in his arms and his grip tightened. Not good, she thought.

      Danica looked up as slowly as she could, trying not to draw his attention. His face was as chiseled as the rest of him, with a square jaw and high cheekbones. His dark eyebrows were slashes that swept up and mirrored the black markings on his chest, and his green eyes were lined underneath with black. She wondered for a moment if the guy was actually wearing eyeliner.

      His lips were full and slightly parted as he exhaled sharply through his mouth every few seconds. Not that Danica blamed him. He ran so fast she could hear the sand kicking up behind them. She heard something else, too. If she didn't know better, she'd think they were near a wind tunnel.

      He looked down at her and met her eyes. She looked away quickly, but not before she felt a sense of safety wash over her. Everything was going to be okay.

      Wait a second. Could she feel what this guy felt? Danica shook her head a little, as if dislodging water from her ears. She must have been hallucinating for real this time. How much blood had she lost?

      Danica closed her eyes as a bout of dizziness passed through her. Her leg still throbbed with pain, but she tried to ignore that and focus on the fact that she was being carried off by a huge alien guy. If she had any strength left, she would be struggling to get down, but between the oppressive heat and her injury, she felt drained.

      Then it hit her. Tori was still out in the desert with an injured arm. And the rest of her crew was still back on the ship with few supplies. She tried to look behind her but couldn't crane her neck around his bulk. She was never going to be able to retrace her steps to the separated ship now, especially since she had no clue how long they'd been running, or in what direction.

      "Stop," Danica yelled over the sound of the wind. "You have to let me down."

      He grunted, but didn't stop running. How could she seem to know what he was feeling, but he couldn't pick up on her obvious distress? Typical guy.

      She pushed against his chest, but it was like trying to push away a steel wall. Her mind flashed to Tori. Was she wondering where Danica had gone? Would she be able to get back to the ship on her own? What would her crew think happened to their captain?

      She hit her fist against his chest. "You have to let me go. I have to go back to my ship."

      That time he didn't look down or make a noise but worry filled her head.

      Her stomach clenched, even though she wasn't exactly sure why. She just knew she should be worried.

      "Are you doing that on purpose?" Danica asked.

      No answer, but she felt his legs pump harder and his arms tense. She arched her back so she could peek around his thick bicep.

      Not more than a hundred yards away a wall of sand so dense she couldn't see through it was barreling toward them. Her mouth went even drier than it was already. No wonder he was running so hard. She had an urge to jump out of his arms and start running herself, even though she knew she wouldn't be able to cover a fraction of the distance he was eating up with every long stride.

      Danica faced forward again and saw a craggy, rock face looming ahead. The mountain range that had looked so far away from where her ship had crashed was now right in front of her. It was higher than it looked from a distance, and appeared to be made of jutting stone the same hue of gold as the sand. It even shimmered like the sand, as if the rock itself had been imbedded with microscopic flecks of gold.

      If she was so close to the mountains, she was seriously far away from her ship. How was she ever going to find it again? That thought was pushed from her mind by the roaring of the sand storm as it approached, the grains of sand that had felt so soft beneath her feet now stinging her skin as they whirled around her.

      They reached the edge of the sand, but as he leapt up onto a rock ledge, the storm reached them, the force of the winds knocking him over. He caught himself with one hand, the other still cradling her against his chest, and he covered her body with his as the sand battered them in a roaring fury. Then everything went dark.

      Even though the storm made it impossible to see, Danica closed her eyes tightly as the sand bit her flesh and found its way through the protective canopy of his body. She could feel the grit in her mouth and nose, and pressed her hands over her eyes to protect them. She heard nothing but the screaming of the wind, but could feel a torrent of his emotions. They weren't about the sand that pounded against his back; they were about her. Protecting her.

      He scooped his arms under her and lifted her up in one fluid movement, curling Danica so that her face was pressed against him. Staggering against the onslaught of the wind, he took a few jerky steps as he tried to keep his balance. She held her breath so as not to inhale sand, but still felt it scratching its way into her throat.

      A few more steps and the roaring lessened. Danica felt him straighten and walk more easily, so she opened her eyes.

      They were inside a large cave, which was nearly as dark as outside, except for an opening in the roof letting in a narrow shaft of light at the far end. Danica guessed that the mountain acted as a barrier to the sand storm, and the far end of the cave was not engulfed in the swirling sands. The entrance to the cave behind them appeared to be blocked almost entirely by a huge boulder, which they must have walked around.

      The giant alien dropped to his knees, and Danica rolled onto the floor, coughing and spitting up sand. The fine grains felt like they had gotten in everywhere—her nose, her throat, her eyes. As she retched and gasped for air, she could hear him doing the same.

      When she’d coughed up what felt like an entire desert’s worth of sand, she noticed him kneeling in front of her. A shimmering layer of iridescent powder coated his dark hair and clung to his eyebrows. His eyes scanned her intently while he brushed sand from her face, his large fingers lingering on her ears and tracing the rounded tops.

      "Sorry, buddy. No Spock ears on me." Another thing she inherited from her dad, aside from the now-destroyed ship, was a love of vintage Earth shows.

      He raised one eyebrow as if he understood her words but didn't know what they meant.

      Danica's eyes flitted to his ears, and she tried to push away the memory of running her tongue over them. She felt her cheeks flush as his eyes locked onto hers. Damn, he was hot in a not-quite-human way.

      The corner of his mouth twitched up into a smirk as if he’d understood her, and her cheeks burned. Was she going crazy or did he know what she was thinking?

      He touched his fingers lightly to her cheekbone, and she flinched, remembering all too soon that Mourad had backhanded her and clearly left her a souvenir. The alien growled, making Danica jump.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “Nothing I haven’t dealt with before.”

      Still frowning, the alien stood and shook the sand from his pants and brushed it off his skin. At his full height, his head almost scraped the roof of the cave. Danica may have been considered tall for a human, but this guy had half a meter on her. And was about three times as wide. God, he was massive.

      He shook out the long ponytail that reached his waist and was tied at several places down the length of it and braided at the end like a rope. His hair might be longer than hers, but there was nothing about the alien that was remotely girly. Even the thick, black lines under his eyes made him look more fierce than feminine.

      As he raised his hands to wipe his face, Danica glimpsed the sharp ridges on his back. If her dream was correct, they swept out from a raised ridge that ran down his spine. Her eyes dropped to his where his pants had slipped low enough so she could see the beginnings of the vee of ridges that led lower. Her fingers tingled as she remembered stroking those hard ridges.

      Arousal coursed through her, and she ripped her gaze away. She felt him staring, but refused to look up. If he was giving her another cocky smile, she’d kill him, bum leg or not.

      Danica took a deep breath. She had to get a grip. She tried to ignore the fact that her heart raced from his touch and just looking at him seemed to raise her body temperature. She reminded herself that he wasn't technically a human, either.  He looked a lot like a man, and she felt pretty confident he had all the crucial parts, but human men didn't have ridges or pointy ears. Or gold skin that could double as armor.

      Pushing all of that out of her mind, she turned her focus to her leg, twisting it for a better look and cringing at what she saw. Her torn skin was coated with sand, and trails of blood streaked down her calf. At least the bleeding seemed to have slowed, so Danica untied her bra from beneath her knee. Making it into a tourniquet had soaked the fabric with blood, so now the bra was unwearable. She tossed it to the side.

      Flinching as she wiped away the top crust of sand from the wound, Danica exposed the bloody gash underneath. The alien knelt beside her faster than she could react, pulling her hand away and jerking his head up while making a clicking sound.

      Somehow she felt him telling her to stop, as well. Not as a thought, but as a feeling. Was he projecting his emotions? She shivered. The idea of the alien getting in her head did not thrill her. The last thing she needed was a man messing with her mind. Literally.

      Even though she knew the feelings weren't her own, she couldn't help trusting them. She knew instinctively that he was trying to help her. She felt it. Regardless, she didn’t like any guy trying to tell her what to do, so she shook her head a little.

      Reaching behind his back, the alien unhooked something from the thick strap that crossed his body—a leather pouch of some sort. He pulled a plug out from one end with his teeth, spitting it onto the ground beside him, then trickled a stream of water over her gash without touching it.

      The water stung as it rinsed away the sand, but Danica remained still. He may have looked like a barbarian, but he clearly understood how to treat a cut. When the gash in her calf was clean, he sat back on his haunches and plugged the pouch.

      She wished she had a way to stitch it up, or even some clean gauze to cover it. "I don't suppose you have a bandage on you?"

      He tilted his head again then reached into another smaller pouch at his waist and produced a pair of yellow leaves, which he gingerly laid on top of the cut. His version of gauze, she supposed. As his large hand pressed her flesh, warmth spread up her leg, and her body relaxed. She almost moaned as a wave of tingly pleasure moved from her leg all the way through her body. She wondered if it was the leaves or his body heat that took the pain from her leg and made her feel like she'd popped a happy pill.

      She wasn't one for pills, even though she knew they were big on the black markets that flourished in every outpost in the galaxy. Pills to keep you awake, put you to sleep, make you feel happy, make you feel horny. She'd never taken one, but she'd seen the effects on others.

      "Thanks," Danica said, fighting the urge to give the alien a dopey grin and letting her eyes meet his for a moment.

      He gave a single nod as he removed his hands and stood, walking toward the mouth of the cave and listening at the small opening not covered by the boulder. The wind had stopped howling, and light seeped in from the entrance. Danica could tell it wasn't the same brightness as earlier in the day, and she wondered if the sun was setting. Correction, the suns.

      The rush of warmth slowly faded from her body along with the euphoric feeling in her brain until only her leg tingled. She thought of Tori and the crew back in the ship as she sat up and gave her head a shake to clear the last few cobwebs of contentment. She needed to keep her focus and get back to them. Their only chance of getting off the sand planet was her ship and its comms system. No way did she want to be stuck on a sand planet with crazy storms, even if she had happened upon a smoking-hot alien.

      She felt a rush of panic as she thought how far away she was from the ship and wondered how she was going to get back. She knew they wouldn't leave without her, but she didn't know how long they could hold out in the middle of a blistering desert.

      As she watched the alien's back, Danica wondered how he would react when she tried to leave. She cleared her throat. "Now that the storm has passed, I need to get back to my ship."

      He turned to her, his slash of brows pressed together. He thought it was dangerous. She was getting that loud and clear.

      "Not any more. The sand storm passed." She pointed to her ears. "I can hear that it's gone."

      He jerked his head up again with a click and folded his arms across his chest.

      Did he just tell her no? Danica felt her temper rising. If this brute thought he was going to keep her trapped in a cave with him, he was seriously mistaken. She was the captain of her own ship. The captain of the only all-female, bounty-hunting crew in the galaxy, thank you very much. Not some damsel in distress.

      He motioned to her leg with his head.

      "That's going to take days, and I don't have that kind of time."

      He cocked an eyebrow, and his eyes flicked to her leg.

      She looked down at her wound, which she no longer felt at all, and peeked under the leaves. Unless she’d been wrong about its size earlier, the cut was significantly smaller than it had been. Before she could question him about the leaves, the big alien spun around, a wild look on his face.

      His fear gripped her like a vise.
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      K’alvek felt her desire to leave. To return to her ship. Even though her language sounded foreign to him, he felt her desires as clearly as he could his those of his Dothvek kinsmen. He knew now she had been the object he'd seen streaking across the sky. He also knew there were more of her kind. At least one more she thought of by name.

      But she was the one he'd seen in his vision. He looked over his shoulder to where she sat inspecting her leg, her hair falling in waves across her face. He had never seen a creature as delicate as her, but he'd also never been as drawn to a female before. He wondered if she was a goddess, since she clearly wasn’t Dothvek or Crestek or any other species on their planet. He’d grown up hearing stories of the goddesses who came from beyond to create their world. He narrowed his eyes at her. That would explain their mind connection.

      If this was a goddess, he'd been imagining them wrong for his entire life. He studied her long, thin legs and arms, and her pale skin. He'd expected goddesses to be larger, or at least as large as him, but she was half his size. He'd also assumed any goddess would be Dothvek and a warrior, and she clearly wasn't. Even the Dothvek females who presided over their society as priestesses first trained beside the men as warriors, and K’alvek had seen them be as fierce as any man. Not that this female didn't have spirit. He'd seen that when she fought against him.

      His gaze caught on the bruise on her cheek and anger coursed through him. He knew without her saying it that a male had done this to her. A male he would like to pound into the sands. What kind of male would hit a female? If this was what happened off world, he was glad to have no part of it, although it was clear that he needed to protect her.

      Clearing his throat, he spit a mouthful of sand onto the ground, muttering Dothvek curses to himself. The last thing he needed to complicate his life was a female to take care of, especially one who was small and breakable and willful. Avenging his father was too important, and she was nothing more than a distraction.

      K’alvek moved closer to her as she coughed, her small body heaving as she tried to expel more sand. Despite reasoning with himself, he could not deny feeling pulled to her. If she was not a goddess, how could he explain her ability to share thoughts with him? He refused to believe she could be his mind mate.

      Although Dothveks could communicate feelings to each other, K’alvek had never heard of it happening with one who wasn't his kind. Not even with the Cresteks, the people they shared the planet with, as well as an ancient history. They'd abandoned their abilities after splitting off from his people a thousand rotations ago—another reason K’alvek despised them.

      His thoughts returned to the female he’d rescued from the sands. Would a goddess have the jumble of worried thoughts that crowded her head and be so susceptible to physical damage? No, she was clearly an offworlder, but not a goddess. He blocked out her mental frenzy and cursed himself for stumbling onto what was obviously going to be a liability. No way would he be able to scout out the Cresteks now. Not with a wounded female whose only thoughts were about getting back to her ship. Some gratitude, thought K’alvek.

      He was so distracted by her muddled emotions and blocking them out that he didn't hear the others until they were almost on top of him. He turned around and scanned the cave, fear gripping him. She'd pushed herself up and leaned on her uninjured leg. From her expression, he could tell she heard him, or at least sensed his panic.

      Cresteks. Two of them. He may not be thrilled to be stuck with the female, but he would never let them take her.

      K’alvek ran toward her, sweeping her up with one arm and reaching the far side of the cave where a passage extended out of sight of the entrance. She was too startled to make a sound, even though she struggled when he placed a hand over her mouth and tightened his other arm around her. Pressed flush against his body and facing away from him, he only realized his palm was clasped firmly over one of her round breasts when she wiggled against him.

      She arched back, trying to kick him, and her nipple strained against his hand. He felt his cock harden in response and her panic as she also felt it.

      He wished he could order her to be silent, but only when she heard the voices echoing off the cave walls did she go still in his arms. He slid his hand from her breast and bent down slightly to loop his arm around her waist.

      Dangerous. He concentrated on the word in his mind, hoping she would feel it. She nodded, and her body trembled. Either she’d picked up on his message, or she'd decided he wasn’t the bigger danger.

      K’alvek heard the two Cresteks moving around the cave and talking to each other. Even though Dothveks didn't fill the air with chatter, they shared the same language, so he understood every word.

      A rush of hatred coursed through him for the beings who had struck down his father and whose desire for advancement had unleashed a deadly illness on the planet’s females, but he told himself that now was not the time to seek his revenge. He quelled his anger and listened. From their conversation, K’alvek knew they were a team of surveyors sent to map the mountains. He stifled an urge to laugh. Of course they must do a survey. They no longer knew the mountains and the land like his people did. It was true what his father said—for all their inventions, the Cresteks still knew nothing.

      He shifted his weight and inhaled. He was so close to her he could breathe in the scent of her skin, warm and almost sweet. As he breathed out, she shivered and rolled her head back against his chest. Her arousal took him by surprise, and he let out a low growl before he could stop himself.

      The voices in the cave went silent as he cursed his lack of control. The Cresteks moved toward them, so he pushed her behind, shielding her body with his own. He swept both arms over his head and grabbed the knives attached to the strap across his back, the blood pounding in his ears as he prepared to attack. As he lunged forward around the stone wall—blades drawn—he gave a bellow of agony as pain exploded in his chest. He attempted to reach out to her with his mind as he slipped into blackness.

      But she was gone.
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      Danica couldn't stop herself from screaming as the two creatures shot the alien protecting her with some sort of blaster, and he dropped to the ground. It probably would have been smarter to stay hidden, but her reaction had been almost involuntary. He’d clearly been trying to keep her safe, and he’d been shot for it.

      She bent over him, touching her hands to the seared skin high on his chest. Whatever they shot him with didn't break the skin. It also didn't kill him because she saw his chest moving up and down, but it had knocked him out cold.

      "So you always shoot first, ask questions later?" she yelled at them, finally looking up.

      Despite the fact that they wore significantly more clothing, the shooters looked a bit like the first alien with the same gold skin, pointed ears, and swept-up eyebrows, but without the dark smudges under the eyes or the long hair. Both men had shorter, brown hair pulled back at the nape of their neck, but she couldn't tell if they had the same ridges or tattoos because they wore cloaks that covered their arms and fell to the floor. Not half as hot as her alien.

      Danica gave herself a mental shake. Why was she calling the creature sprawled on the ground her alien? She barely knew the guy. She instantly felt disloyal, since he'd rescued her from the sandstorm and taken care of her cut.

      The two men exchanged glances and said something about finishing the job. After being able to understand her alien's emotions, hearing the words translated unevenly by her implant felt strange. Clearly, this wasn’t a common language, because the wording sounded off.

      One of them gestured for her to get up.

      Danica shook her head. "I'm not leaving him like this. He needs help." She didn't have a med kit or anything to help him with, but she tentatively put two fingers to his neck to check for a pulse, feeling reassured it still beat steadily. So she guessed his circulatory system was similar  to humans.

      The other alien waved his blaster at her and barked something her implant couldn’t decipher. She might not have been able to feel their thoughts or understand their language completely, but she knew that was an order to get up. And she felt sure it was also a threat to shoot her. She pressed a hand to the fallen alien's chest, comforted by the even rising and falling of his breath, before she stood. At least he wasn't dead.

      One of the aliens pulled her away by the arm, and she jerked it out of his grasp. They were both tall, but she could tell they were less bulky. Even through their cloaks, it was easy to see that they didn't have nearly the huge muscles of the other alien.

      "Hands off," she said, walking in front of them.

      They spoke rapidly to each other behind her, and she caught a few words. Prisoner was one of them. Danica could already tell she liked these guys a lot less. Her alien had looked at her with curiosity, but not these guys. These guys eyed her like she was a specimen.

      She cast a final glance over her shoulder. She could only see the top of his head and his long ponytail splayed across the stone floor. He'd been shot trying to protect her. A lump formed in her throat as she was pushed out of the entrance of the cave, and he disappeared from sight.

      Pausing as she stepped around the boulder blocking the cave entrance, Danica saw that the suns had dipped low in the sky and now glowed at both edges of the horizon—one a fiery red and one now a paler yellow—illuminating the sand and making it look as if the dunes were burning. The sky seemed to ignite in a cascade of magenta and gold light that stretched out across the surface of the planet. She didn't think she'd ever seen such a spectacular sunset—one that made the entire surface glow—and she soaked it in for a moment, holding her hand up to shield her eyes from the direct rays.

      One of the aliens jabbed her in the back.

      Danica turned around and shot him a dirty look. "I'm going, I'm going."

      Now that she wasn't engulfed in a wall of swirling sand, she saw the towering rock face that contained the cave jutting up from the desert in rough peaks, the stone glittering as the light bounced off it. She glanced at the desert and assessed her chances of making a run for it. As much as she despised being a captive, she didn’t give herself great odds of escape. She might get away from them, but she probably wouldn't make it ten meters on the open sands before they'd shoot her. As much as she hated it, Danica knew she'd have to bide her time to escape and get back to her ship.

      Her stomach sank as they didn't venture back into the dunes, but instead, walked along a ledge that wound through the rocky cliffs, every step taking her farther from her crew. Danica walked as slowly as she could, exaggerating her injury and pretending to hobble in pain, but each time she slowed too much, she was rewarded with a jab in the back.

      Truthfully, her leg no longer ached, and when she peeled the edge of one of the yellow leaves off, she was shocked to find the redness gone and the skin already beginning to scab. She pressed the leaf back to the fresh scar. That alien really knew his magic leaves.

      She gave herself a mental shake when she realized she was envisioning him and smiling like she was a lovesick bimbo. Get a grip, Danica, she told herself. You barely knew the guy, and sensing his feelings doesn’t mean you knew him.

      That sentiment brought her back to the mental connection. Had the crash turned her in to an empath? No, because she couldn’t tell what these assholes who’d taken her were feeling. It had just been with him. She touched a hand to her temple. She hoped she didn't have a brain injury, or was losing her mind from the heat and thin air.

      Another sharp jab in her back. The first alien might have been a little intimidating and intense, but he sure beat the two creeps who were with her now. She wondered where they were taking her.

      Danica turned around to glance at the pair of tall creatures in their long, flapping cloaks. She didn't like the way their eyes raked over her body before they would whisper to each other, and she wished she still wore her bra.

      The alien with the lighter-brown hair stared at her breasts, which she knew her close-fitting T-shirt did little to hide. His pupils widened and his tongue wet his bottom lip before he told his friend something in a lowered voice.

      "You don't need to bother with the pervy whispering," Danica muttered, crossing her arms over her chest. "My translator doesn’t understand most of your language." So much for it being a “universal” device, she thought. She guessed this technologically primitive planet hadn’t merited inclusion in her translation device. There was a good chance it had never even been explored. Since it seemed to consist of rocks and sand, she understood why.

      The two aliens kept up the chatter as the light faded and the temperature dropped. Danica hadn't spent much time in deserts, but she remembered reading somewhere that they got as cold at night as they were hot during the day. She felt goose bumps form on her arms, and rubbed them briskly to warm up.

      Glancing back, she saw that the aliens watched her, but neither of them offered one of their cloaks.

      "Dicks," she mumbled to herself, pressing her arms tighter to her body.

      Soon it was dark, and Danica could barely see the path in front of her. One of the creeps shone a light on the path, but was difficult to see much from the narrow beam bouncing around as he walked. She stopped when her foot slipped off the ledge, and she heard the pebbles she'd kicked off plummet far below. One of the aliens caught her by the elbow.

      "Holy shit." Danica stepped back from the ledge and flattened herself against the rock face. "This is insane. I can't see a thing."

      The aliens argued for a minute about stopping or continuing on, while she breathed heavily and sized up her chances of escape. Without their light or any knowledge of the mountains, she didn't give herself very good odds of getting away from them in the dark. Then again, if they kept going, there was a very good chance that she'd fall over the side anyway.

      One of the aliens took out a metal device and began scanning the mountain. The other nodded and gestured for her to walk between them single file through a narrow crack in the rock face a few meters ahead.

      Danica guessed anything was better than staying out on the ledge, so she went between them, turning sideways at one point as the pass narrowed. After about twenty meters, the crack widened into an open cavern. It wasn't as tall as the other cave, so the aliens hunched over as they entered it. One of them pointed to the far side where the roof sloped down to meet the rock floor.

      "So, this is where we're sleeping?" Danica said, more to herself than to them as she dropped to the floor.

      It was slightly warmer inside the cavern, but she still slipped her arms inside her short-sleeved top to conserve body heat. She noticed one of the aliens watching her again, his eyes widening when her arms disappeared into her shirt.

      Danica rolled her eyes. "If you think that's impressive, you should have seen me take off my bra underneath my shirt. Not that I'm offering a repeat demonstration."

      One of the aliens sat down and pulled three foot-long rods out of the pack on his back. He did something to them and they lit up, then he leaned them against each other teepee style. Within a minute, the cave began to warm up.

      "Well, that’s pretty cool," Danica muttered, intrigued despite herself.

      The other alien remained standing and paced the mouth of the cavern. Even though she couldn't sense his thoughts or feelings, it didn't take a mind-reader to sense that he was agitated. He pointed to her and, from the tone of his voice, Danica could tell he was asking a question. Something about invading.

      She shook her head. "I don’t know what you're saying, but I’m not here to invade your planet."

      He stared at her, and his face contorted in anger. She backed away from him and sized up her chances of running past both aliens and escaping into the mountains without getting caught or plummeting to her death.  Probably not great, although maybe not worse than being around a pissed-off alien.

      The other alien studied her and then shrugged, looking away.

      Danica wasn't sure what was going on, but she definitely didn't like it. She would have given anything to have her blaster with her. And hers wouldn’t just leave a red mark on their chests; it would blow their heads clean off.

      The standing alien unfastened his cloak and dropped it to the ground. At first Danica thought he might give it to her, but he kicked it behind him. She could see that, although he wasn't nearly as brawny as the alien who'd saved her, he had broad shoulders and at least fifty pounds on her. He wore what looked like a white linen tunic under his cloak and he whipped that over his head, leaving only his low-slung fabric pants. His chest didn't have any tattoos, but she could see from the light coming off the heat rods that his back was ridged, and he also had the vee of ridges below his waist.

      Danica felt her heart begin to beat faster, and she slipped her arms out from under her shirt. What the hell was this guy thinking?

      The other alien said something about waiting, but the guy who was half-naked snapped back at him, his words a series of angry barks telling him to back off.

      Danica's mouth went dry as he approached her, and she balled her hands into fists. "There is no fucking way."

      Her father had taught her basic self-defense, and she'd gotten some practice with overly aggressive men at some of the outposts. But none of those men had been as big as this one, or as sober. And she’d always had a blaster close at hand and usually one of her crewmates within shouting distance. Thinking of her crew made her miss Tori more than ever. If only she was facing off against the angry alien with her security chief by her side. Now that would be a fair fight, especially if Tori had her steel hair pins.

      Danica met the alien’s eyes as they flashed, assuming a fighting stance and glaring back.

      The alien lunged forward, dodging her kick and grabbing one of her feet. He snapped it toward him and she flew up and onto her back, the impact on the rock floor knocking the breath out of her.  As she tried to breathe again, he shoved her shirt up, running one hand roughly over her stomach. The feel of his hard skin snapped her out of her shock. She kicked him, but the impact of her foot seemed to make no difference. He barely flinched, but instead took hold of her knees and jerked her so that her legs straddled him. Danica bucked against him as he tugged her shirt further up with one hand, exposing her breasts. He grabbed them with both hands, kneading them roughly. She screamed in pain and clawed at his hands with her nails, even though it felt like clawing against granite.

      The alien across the room said something her translator missed, and the guy on top of her replied with a laugh and squeezed her nipples hard between his fingers, jerking her pelvis toward him so that she could feel how hard he was, reminding her that their anatomy had a lot in common with humans.

      "Son of a bitch!" Danica felt a rush of anger, almost uncontrollable rage, as she rained punches on his arms. If only she had a blaster, she would blow that twisted grin off his face.

      She heard a yell from across the cave followed by the growl of a wild animal. The alien on top of her twisted to look moments before being pulled away by one leg, lifted into the air, and flung across the cavern, his skull hitting the stone with a thud. Danica watched him slide down the cave wall, leaving a slick trail of blood. The other alien lay in a heap on the ground, his neck bent in an unnatural angle and his eyes wide and unblinking.

      Her hands shook as she sat up and pulled down her shirt, almost afraid to see the beast that had just killed two aliens much bigger and tougher than her.
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      When K’alvek came to, it was pitch dark, and no light came from the hole in the top of the cave. His chest felt like it was on fire, so he touched one hand to his scorched skin. No blood.

      He stood using the wall for support. His head swam, throbbing from where he must have hit the stone floor. He ignored the pain and took a few steps toward the entrance of the cave, groping along the rough walls for guidance.

      He reached out his mind, searching for her, trying not to focus on the mix of anger and panic that he felt knowing the Cresteks had taken her. His only thought was to get her back. They could not have her, not when they’d already taken everything that mattered to him. Even though it was the last thing he wanted or needed, K’alvek couldn't deny the overpowering desire he felt to protect her.

      He could sense her mind, but only faintly. She was safe, although he could not feel more. The blaster shot had drained his energy, and he muttered a curse at himself for being foolish enough to get shot.

      Reaching the entrance to the cave, he moved around the boulder and took deep gulps of the cold night air. The air renewed him, and as he looked out across the crests of the dunes glowing nearly white in the light of the three moons, he extended his mind once more.

      K’alvek felt a flash of her fear and could almost see the spot where her foot slipped. He began jogging along the rocky path in her direction. From the pale-blue light at the horizon, he knew they had no more than an hour's head start, and he knew they moved slowly.

      He could not run as fast as usual. Between the uneven path cutting along the side of the mountain and his weakness from the blaster shot, his legs did not lift as high or his breathing come as easily. He ignored the pain shooting through his shoulder with each step and focused only on reaching her.

      K’alvek tried not to think of the Cresteks and why they'd taken her. He knew they did not need a reason. They took whether they wanted or needed it, but knowing the Cresteks had as few females as his people, they would consider any potential mate valuable. They’d lost the ability to create mind bonds generations ago, so mind mating did not matter to them. The idea of a Crestek claiming her made him taste bile. He increased his pace. As much as his brain told him to forget about her, that she was nothing but a distraction he did not need, he could not quell the urge to kill any Crestek who laid a hand on her. He was only relieved his cousin, Kush, could not see him chasing blindly after a female. After all, he had his reputation as a heartless warrior to protect.

      He raised his face to the inky blue of the night sky, marking his progress by a line of bright stars high above. As the temperature dropped, he thought of the thin coverings the female wore that were so ill-suited to the harshness of the sand and rocks, and blazing heat and freezing cold of his planet. He wondered where she came from that such flimsy coverings were suitable. Nowhere like his world, he thought, as he let his mind wander to planets beyond his. Another glance up at the stars. If she’d truly arrived in the ship that fell from the sky, had she been to some of the points of light he now saw?

      Offworlders had come to his planet before. He’d seen the flash of ships overhead and the trails they’d left streaked across the sky. They did not stay, though, either finding the environment too inhospitable or the natives too fearful of outsiders. His clan had always avoided offworlders, although he knew the Cresteks were more curious, and the scavengers who also inhabited the planet would trade and steal from anyone. But if you flew in a ship among the stars, what could a sand planet have to offer you? Offworlders like the frail female must have seen so much he couldn’t even imagine. It was almost too much for his mind to handle, so he focused on the feel of the hard rock beneath his feet and the cool air hitting his face as he ran faster.

      He stumbled, nearly crying out as fear ripped through him. Her fear. The female was near, and was being hurt. He focused all his thoughts on her as he pounded down the path and then down a narrow crevice, hearing the voices before they came into view.

      "You should wait until we get her back to the city. We do not know what she is, and the elders will want to question her."

      "I just want to get a closer look. Maybe have a little taste. See why that Dothvek brute wanted to keep her all to himself." The Crestek laughed. "Give her something to really make her scream."

      When he reached the open cavern, it took only a second to see what was happening. One of the Cresteks was fully dressed, kneeling over a heat source and watching the other. The female was on her back with her legs spread while the other Crestek, wearing nothing but thin pants, was between her legs, groping her exposed breasts. He saw the contorted rage on her face and her arms thrashing at the Crestek. She did not want him, but her weak punches had little effect; the Crestek merely looked down at her and laughed.

      K’alvek's rage fueled his injured body and, before the first Crestek could even stand, he had snapped his neck and tossed the lifeless body on the ground. Then he pulled the other Crestek by one foot and hurled him headfirst at the stone wall, hearing the satisfying crunch as his skull made contact and shattered.

      As he breathed heavily and appraised the broken bodies and shaking female, he felt a knot in his core. He’d been right. She was nothing but trouble, a distraction he did not need and one that would keep him from his mission. But he also knew he would kill anyone who tried to touch her.
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      Danica looked up and saw the alien who'd rescued her from the storm standing a meter away, his breath ragged. His expression was one of pure fury, and she could feel his terror and rage course through her. The scorch mark on his upper chest had faded, but when he stepped toward her his gait was jerky and unsteady. He stared at her, his gaze intense and searching.

      "I'm fine," Danica said, pushing herself up to stand. "Thanks."

      She felt his anger melt away, replaced by concern as he reached out and took her hands, turning them palms up. She glanced down and noticed they were scratched from the alien dragging her across the rock floor. He touched a finger to the cuts and made a low noise in his throat. “You are hurt.”

      His voice was deep and sonorous. It was a shame he seemed to be the strong and silent type, because it was incredibly sexy.

      "I've had worse," she said, trying to shrug it off with a laugh before jerking her head up. “So you do talk.”

      He smiled and nodded, which made her laugh, as she felt a familiar, tingly warmth spread through her hands and up her arms. She couldn't blame it on leaves this time. The alien definitely did something to her.

      She pulled her hands away. The comforting warmth faded as did the adrenaline, and she started to shake, fighting back the urge to puke all over the floor. She doubled over with her hands on her knees until the urge to vomit passed, then she slowly straightened up.

      “You are cold.” He scooped up the cloak that had been dropped on the ground and wrapped it around her shoulders. It wasn't thick, but it helped.

      Danica could tell the adrenaline was wearing off him, as well. His eyelids drooped and he staggered back a few steps, and she felt the pain shooting through his chest as though it was her own. She instinctively rushed forward to catch him, remembering too late how much heavier he was than her. They both went down to the ground with her underneath his massive body.

      His weight stunned her, and it took a few seconds for her to realize that he was passed out on top of her. Just great, Danica thought. She was underneath a smoking-hot man, and he was passed out. Story of her life.

      Luckily, he only lay on one half of her, so she used her free leg for leverage, gingerly rolling him off, holding his head so it didn't hit the rock floor. She leaned over and pressed her ear to his chest. Whew. Aliens on the sand planet had hearts, and his was still beating.

      Danica balled up the other alien's discarded tunic and shoved it under his head as a pillow, then looked around the cavern. Both of the dead aliens lay in crumpled heaps nearby. She wasn't crazy about spending the night next to two dead bodies, especially since one of them was leaking blood. She held a hand over her nose to block the cloying scent, as she glanced at the shiny pool expanding around the creature’s head.

      It wasn’t like she hadn’t roughed it before, but she drew the line at sleeping near corpses. She had to move them. She took the shirtless one by the legs and leaned back with all her weight. He was heavy, but little by little Danica managed to drag him out of the cavern. She pulled him all the way to the outside ledge and rolled him over the side, wincing as she heard the crunch of his body hitting the ground below, then reminding herself that the guy had tried to assault her. Good riddance.

      By the time she did the same to the second alien, Danica was panting, but felt much better that the cave wasn't filled with dead aliens. The big guy hadn't moved since she rolled him off her, but his chest rose and fell, so she sat cross-legged next to him, the cloak pulled tight around her against the frigid night air.

      She knew she should probably try to find her way back to the ship, but not only did she have no idea where it was at that point, she felt it would be disloyal to leave the alien after he'd saved her. Twice. Plus, it was freezing outside, and the only heat anywhere came from three glowing sticks and the sleeping giant. She moved the heat sticks closer, intrigued that they weren't hot to the touch even though they radiated heat. For what appeared to be a primitive planet, they had some interesting technology. At least the vicious aliens did, with their blasters and heat sticks. Her alien seemed more primitive. Aside from the empath thing, which she still couldn't explain.

      He looked every bit the barbarian—bare chest, tattoos, leather clothes, long hair—not to mention the ridges. But she'd never known of any primitive cultures that could transmit their feelings. You couldn't be a dumb brute and do that. From the brief glimpses she'd gotten of his emotions, he was far from a brainless barbarian.

      Whatever he was, he’d saved her ass. She shifted uncomfortably, not sure how she felt about that. She'd been the boss for so long, she wasn't used to being saved. Especially by men. The only man she'd ever been able to rely on had been her father, and he'd been gone for ages. She wasn't sure if she liked the idea of a guy saving her, although as she inspected the scrapes on her palms, she knew it beat the alternative.

      She traced her fingers over the wide, black markings on his chest and followed them up across his shoulders while he slept. Why did he have them, while the other aliens didn't? It seemed obvious they were the same species, although she couldn't help thinking that the two aliens who'd kidnapped her were some sort of watered-down, shitty version.

      Danica let her eyes drift down to his taut stomach, running one finger down the muscle that led from his hip and disappeared under his pants. It was her favorite part of a man's body, although she'd never seen one so defined. She couldn't even say for sure that any of the men she'd been with had those muscles. And this guy had a series of v-shaped ridges that disappeared beneath his pants, as well.

      He moaned in his sleep, and she snatched her hand back like it had been burned. Served her right for getting all handsy while he slept. If a guy she barely knew did the same thing to her, Danica would be livid. If a guy tried that with Tori, she thought with a chuckle, they'd be dead.

      Her mind went to Tori and her crewmates. Had Tori made it back to the ship, or had she been hit by the sand storm? Danica thought back to the blackness of the swirling sands and how it had stung her skin even though the alien had been shielding her. She told herself that Tori was tough and would have made it through, but the thought of her friend by herself on the sand dunes made her feel sick.

      As soon as it was light, she would go find Tori and get her back to the ship. If she wasn't already there, she reminded herself. If anyone was resourceful enough to find her way back, it was Tori. The Zevrian had proved herself time and again to be as clever as she was fierce.

      As the exhaustion of the day hit her, she stifled a yawn. It had only been twenty-four hours since she and her crew had captured the doctor, been boarded by Mourad and his goons, and been marooned on a sand planet. That hadn't even been the worst part of the day, Danica thought with a quiet, grim laugh.

      Tomorrow would be better. She knew Holly would have been working to fix the comms system, and perhaps she'd already sent out their distress call. All she had to do was get back to the ship and wait for someone to get them off this desert planet. She pressed her lips together. Then they would go after Mourad.

      Danica yawned again. However, she couldn't do any of that without sleep. She lay down next to the sleeping alien, curling up against his body for warmth and draping the cloak over both his bare chest and her shoulders. As she drifted off to sleep, her mind wandered to her crew. She hoped they weren't freaking out because she was gone. She also hoped they wouldn't leave without her. She wasn't cut out to live on a blazing-hot planet covered in sand.
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      “What do you mean she vanished?" Caro asked, her voice shrill. "Where could she have gone? There's nothing but sand out there."

      Tori sat on the floor with her back up against one of the ship's metal consoles. The ship's lights were dim, although a few consoles flashed and made soft humming noises. She blinked, black spots dancing in front of her as she sucked in the welcome cool air after hours spent searching for Danica outside.

      She touched a fingertip to her cheekbones and flinched. Despite the fact that her brown skin never burned, she knew her face had been scorched by the sun and would most likely be peeling by morning. At least her arm had stopped bleeding, helped by the fact that it was coated with powdery sand. "One minute she was with me, and the next she'd fallen down one side of a sand dune, and I'd gone down the other. I got knocked out by the fall and by the time I came to and managed to crawl over the top to find her, the sand storm hit. After that, she was gone."

      Holly handed her a metal bottle of water with the arm that wasn't wrapped up in a makeshift sling. "You need to drink. You look fucking awful."

      "Thanks." Tori wanted to laugh at the engineer's blunt assessment, but she actually felt like punching something. She'd swallowed so much sand she thought she'd never stop coughing it up. She'd had to use some of her precious water to wash out her sand-encrusted eyes just so she could find her way back to the ship.

      Caro knelt down beside Tori and put a hand on her shoulder. "I'm relieved you're back, but what are we going to do about Danica?"

      “Pog and I can go out,” Bexli said. “We can make ourselves into some sort of sand creature.”

      Tori took a sip of water, coughed, and spewed more wet sand onto the floor. She swiped a hand across her mouth and tasted the blood that had dripped down her arm and dried. "Then I’m going with you."

      "You can't do that," Max said, speaking up for the first time from where she stood, slightly apart from the group. "Look at what being out there did to you."

      Tori had never been one for mirrors, and she was glad now there weren't any on the ship's bridge. She tried to run a hand through her long curls but found they were a mass of knots matted with sand. "I'm sure I've looked worse before."

      Holly's wide eyes told her that maybe she hadn't.

      "You don't understand." Tori pushed herself to standing. "I’m the only one who knows where she was." Her voice caught in her throat. "She doesn't have any water."

      All of the women stared at the empty metal bottle Tori had returned with, and Holly put a hand over her mouth.

      "She would go back out for any one of us," Tori said.

      "We’ll all go," Holly said.

      Tori eyed the redhead's wounded shoulder. "Yeah, you'd be a lot of help with one good arm."

      "It's a lot better," Holly argued pointing to the cut on Tori's forearm. "And your arm doesn't look so hot, either."

      “She’s right.” Caro inspected her wound, then took the water bottle and poured a stream over the gash to clean it, handing the bottle back to Tori and standing.

      "Both of you are a mess. Unfortunately, Tori is the only person who knows where she last saw Danica," Bexli said, nodding to the security chief. "But Pog and I are coming with you.”

      Tori nodded. “Our tech experts should stay and get the ship up and running.” She turned her attention to Holly, reminding herself that, aside from finding Danica, sending a distress call was their first priority. "Any luck?"

      Holly exchanged a hesitant smile with Max. "We haven't gotten it up and running yet, but we've been able to salvage enough of the systems that we know it's possible."

      Max nodded. "It might take a while, but we can do it."

      "Max is showing me how to set up the wires like a silicate mineral structure," Holly said, her eyes wider than even their usual doe-eyed state.

      Max shrugged, but her cheeks flushed. "It makes it easier to do more with fewer wires. And we're short on good wiring at the moment."

      “And I’m making sure they don’t tear my bridge apart,” Caro said, glancing from where she stood pawing through a med kit. “But they don’t need me here. I’m with you two.”

      Tori frowned, but Bexli nodded. “That’s good. That way Pog and I shift into something fast moving and go ahead without leaving Tori alone.”

      Being alone didn’t scare Tori, but she didn’t protest. She knew Caro had gotten herself out of plenty of scrapes with her former resistance crew, even if she didn’t look imposing. “The more of us searching for Danica, the better.”

      “I promise you, you’ll have something to fly when we’re done,” Holly said, winking at the pilot.

      Tori felt a flicker of hope. That was the best news she'd heard since they thought they'd nabbed the biggest bounty of the astro-year. Her eyes rested on the doctor—their high-value bounty—-and she wondered if they'd ever get the chance to cash in or if they'd even want to after all this. Max was helping them get off the planet, after all. Even a seasoned bounty hunter like Tori felt a twinge of guilt when she thought about turning her over after everything that had transpired.

      "Good work." She forced herself to smile. "The faster we can get a rescue party here, the better."

      "Neither of you should go now," Max said. "It was getting dark when Tori got back. By now it's nightfall, and deserts are notoriously cold at night."

      Tori knew the doctor was right, but hated the thought of waiting a second longer to go after her captain. "How do you know so much about deserts?"

      "I had to collect mineral samples on a sand planet once." Max's expression brightened. "You wouldn't believe some of the treasures found underneath all that sand."

      "But if it's freezing outside, doesn't that mean Danica's out there in the cold?" Holly asked, biting on the edge of her bubble gum pink thumbnail.

      "There’s a mountain range," Tori said. "If she was smart—and she is—she would have headed for that."

      Caro flicked a pre-packaged bandage at Tori. "I'm sure she's there, and has taken shelter for the night."

      Tori unwrapped the bandage and pressed it to her arm . "We should set out at first light. Head to where we got separated, then go to the mountains."

      "We'll find her," Bexli said, flicking a hand through her bob. She lowered herself to the floor and stretched out flat on her back with her hands behind her head. "But we should all get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a long day."

      Not as long as tonight will be, Tori thought as she sank into a chair and let her head fall back. Even though her body was at the brink of exhaustion, she didn't know how she would be able to sleep knowing her captain and friend was alone on an alien planet.

      Danica had been the only one to hire her when she’d been desperate for a position on a ship. The only captain who hadn’t considered the Zevrian a danger to have on board. She balled a hand into a fist. She had to find her. Tori’s eyes remained open as she heard the soft rhythmic breathing of her crewmates drifting off to sleep.
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      In K’alvek's dream, she lay on top of him, her breasts pressed against his chest. He felt the weight of her body on his, but she was light, her limbs long and lithe. He breathed in. The air was still cool, but he could sense the morning rays even though he did not open his eyes. There was no sound, save that of her gentle breathing, her chest rising and falling on his.

      Contentment washed over him. He knew it wasn't real, but he wanted to remain surrounded by the blissful dream for as long as he could. He raised his hands to either side of her hips, brushing his fingers over the soft skin at her waist. She shifted and her skin rubbed against his lower ridges, sending jolts of pleasure through him.

      His hands moved down from her smooth back, slipping her thin coverings down and taking hold of her firm rump. Her legs opened slightly in response, and he let his fingers slide to her inner thighs, which were slick with her wetness.

      She moaned and moved against him, grinding her hips against his. His cock swelled, tightening the fit of his pants until he thought they might tear. In one swift movement, K’alvek rolled her underneath him, cradling her body with one hand and freeing his throbbing cock from his clothing with the other. She wrapped her legs around his waist and moaned again. Rubbing his lower ridges against her wet folds, he felt her quiver. This dream felt even more real than the first one, and K’alvek never wanted it to end. Never wanted to stop feeling her arousal pulsing through him as if it were his own, making him almost lightheaded with desire.

      He growled as he smelled the sweet scent of her desire, then heard a gasp beneath him. K’alvek blinked a few times, the world coming into focus and making him realize it wasn't a dream. The female lay under him, with her eyes open and both hands on his chest as if trying to push him off her.

      He felt her panic and her fear, and shame consumed him. Jumping to his feet, he pulled his coverings up over his still-hard cock, turning away so he didn't have to see the shock on her face. He heard her scrambling around behind him, so he waited to face her until he was sure she'd had time to cover herself.

      What had he been thinking? He hadn't been thinking, that much was clear. As his arousal faded, the pain in his chest returned along with a throbbing head. The last thing he remembered was killing the Cresteks, and making sure she was unhurt. Then his memory was blank. That is, until he'd woken up to what he'd thought was the best dream of his life.

      He cursed himself silently. He'd been right that the female would be nothing but trouble—an unnecessary distraction that would keep him from his mission. And now he'd almost claimed her, letting his urges take control of his good sense. He shook his head. Even if he was drawn to her and felt compelled to protect her, that could not happen again. Not until he could determine what was happening, and why he seemed to be able to link to the alien’s mind.

      When he finally turned, she was fully covered and stood with her shoulders squared. Her wavy, yellow hair fell over her face, and she wouldn't meet his eyes, but he could feel her embarrassment.

      He tried to reach out and tell her he was sorry, but his desire grew as he looked at her. Even fully covered, he could not suppress the image of her legs around his waist. K’alvek was disgusted with himself. How could a trained warrior be so affected by a tiny offworlder? He grunted and turned away. This was the absolute last thing he needed.
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        * * *

      

      What the hell was that?

      Danica watched him jump up and tried not to gape at his enormous, swollen cock as he turned and shoved it back in his pants. Holy shit. Aside from it being massive, she was pretty sure she saw raised rings going down the length of it. Did he seriously have a ridged cock?

      She grabbed for her pants and tugged them on while his back was turned. She was so wet her pants now had a damp spot in the crotch. Perfect. Just perfect.

      Danica wasn't sure how she got on top of him in her sleep, but by the time she'd realized she wasn't just having the best sex dream of her life, he was almost inside her. And she’d wanted him inside her, had been almost desperate for him. She’d wanted it as much as he had, and he’d wanted her bad. She didn’t need to be an empath to sense that.

      She felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment. She couldn't believe she almost screwed an alien. And one she'd only met the day before. Not that she was a prude, but one-night stands usually weren't her thing. Although, relationships weren’t her thing, either. In her line of work, it was better not to get attached to anyone, since she never stayed in one place for long. Her dad had taught her that. He'd also taught her that men were not to be trusted. All except for him, of course. Her experience with other bounty hunters and the creeps that hung out at trading outposts had proven that to be true.

      And now she'd practically jumped a guy she'd never even had a real conversation with. He must think I'm some kind of easy Earth girl, Danica thought. Although she was probably the first Earthling he'd met, so maybe he wouldn't hold it against her planet. Way to make a good impression, Danica.

      In her defense, she hadn't gotten laid in months. Or had it been longer? Either way, it was clear she was off-the-charts horny. Still, she was the captain of a ship, and hooking up with alien barbarians was not part of the plan. Neither was getting marooned on a sand planet, she reminded herself.

      As he turned around, she could see that his cock was still hard and straining against his snug pants, so she averted her eyes. Her pulse had yet to slow down, and she was breathing heavily. So much for playing it cool. She was practically panting over him.

      She looked down, feeling the blush spread down her neck. If she didn't get out of there soon, she wasn't going to be able to resist the guy. Find Tori, get back to the ship, and get off the planet. Those were her priorities. Not hooking up with tall, gold, and hunky. Correction, very hunky.

      She couldn't help glancing up and taking in his broad shoulders and the dark marks across his wide chest. Tattoos had never been her thing before, but on him they were incredibly sexy. The wide, black bands streaked around the swell of his chest muscles, and she thought back to running her fingers over them while he slept. He caught her eye, grunted, and turned around.

      "I'm not good with guys," she said to his back. "That's one of the reasons I work with all women. Trust issues. Bad history with men who only want one thing. Not that you're like that. I mean, maybe you are like that. I don't know. I don't know you. I guess that's my point. I don't know you, and I don't plan on sticking around, so whatever almost happened would be a bad idea. For both of us."

      She took a breath after the words rushed out, glancing up at him as he turned to face her. She knew he didn't understand a thing she'd just said. No way did a primitive alien have a universal translator implant.

      "It's not you," Danica said, feeling incredibly lame even as she heard the words coming out of her mouth. "It's me. It's my issue. Of course it's my issue. Who wouldn't want to sleep with you? You're about a thousand times hotter than any human man I've ever laid eyes on. Or alien, come to think of it."

      He stared at her for a moment before giving a curt nod, lowering himself to the floor, and sitting cross-legged in front of the still-glowing heat sticks. He pulled a pouch from the strap across his back and handed it to her.

      She recognized this from the day before and let out a sigh. "I guess we're done with the uncomfortable talk part of the morning."

      That had gone better than most of the times she'd tried to let guys down easy or brush them off. She took the water pouch from him, feeling less embarrassed since he didn't seem to be making a big deal out of it. She pulled out the pouch's plug with her teeth and tilted the pouch back, letting the water pour into her mouth. She hadn't realized how thirsty she was. She stopped herself before she drained the entire thing and handed it back to him.

      He passed her a flat brown bar of some sort. “Eat.”

      Danica turned the sticky bar around in her hand. "I guess this is your version of an energy bar?"

      She took a bite. A little bland, but not bad. Mostly it was sticky and hard to chew. She handed it back to him, and he gave the water in return. They passed the two back and forth until the bar was gone and the skin empty.

      "Maybe now would be a good time for us to exchange names," Danica said, realizing she couldn't continue thinking of him as "the big alien guy" forever. She pointed to herself. "Danica."

      He raised one of his eyebrows. "Dan-uh-ca." The dark purr of his voice sent shivers down her spine.

      She cleared her throat. This communication thing wasn’t going so bad. "That was good. Now what's your name?"

      He put a hand to his heart. “K’alvek.”

      "K’alvek," she repeated. "That's pretty badass. It fits you."

      “I am Dothvek,” he added.

      Dothvek? "That's the name of your people?" Danica asked, noticing the creases that had formed between his eyes. She motioned to the dried puddle of blood on the sandy floor of the cave. "Were those guys Dothveks?"

      His expression darkened, and he jerked his head up quickly. “Cresteks.”

      Okay, he definitely didn’t like them, and she felt his repulsion at the thought of being the same as them. Danica didn't want to point out the obvious physical similarities. From the severe look on his face, she could tell that there was no love lost between him and the Cresteks.

      She shifted and something in her pants pocket pinched her leg. “Ouch!” She leaned back and jammed her hand in to remove it, pulling out the handful of temporary translators Caro had insisted she take when she left the ship. She’d completely forgotten she had them until that moment.

      She laughed out loud. “This is great. Now we don’t have to mime everything.” She held up one of the curved metal devices, and K’alvek’s brow furrowed. “This will help you understand me.”

      She motioned between them and made the symbol for talking with her hand. Well, she guessed she’d have to mime a little bit longer to explain why she wanted to attach something to the back of his ear.

      He angled his head at her, frowning at the devices. “Crestek.”

      “No, it’s not Crestek. It’s actually pretty cool. Most people who travel in space have permanent implants, but these work almost as well.” She scooted closer to him. “Here, I’ll show you.”

      He leaned away from her, his eyes never leaving the device. “No Crestek.”

      She sighed. This guy had a real bug up his butt about the Cresteks, and apparently he associated any technology with them. “I promise you this has nothing to do with the Cresteks. Those guys don’t seem smart enough to have these.” She pretended to place one behind her own ear, and his eyes went wide.

      She made another lunge for him, and he feinted to one side, making her sprawl onto the ground beside him and almost eat a mouthful of pebbles. She pushed herself up and wiped the dirt off her elbows.

      Okay, enough playing around, thought Danica. I need to be able to talk to this guy and explain about my ship and my crew.

      She lowered her hand to her lap, sidling over and leaning close to him. She needed to get that device on him. She knew this wasn’t playing fair, but in this case the means would justify the ends.

      She rocked forward, lifting herself up on her knees so that her mouth drew even to his ear, and she nipped on it. He jerked a little, but didn’t recoil. So far, so good. She drew in a deep breath and took his ear lobe between her lips, sucking on it lightly. When he moaned and closed his eyes, she made her move, swinging her hand up and pressing the device behind his ear.

      Within an instant, his eyes flew open, his arm looped around her waist, and she was being rolled onto her back, his body pressed against hers and the hard bar of his cock nearly impaling her stomach. All the air rushed out of her, but she managed to kick at him as he shifted so that his rigid length pressed between her legs.

      Holy shit. He needed to register that thing. It could do some serious damage.

      “Get off me, you bastard,” she yelled, struggling underneath him.

      He froze, blinking down at her. “Bastard?”

      Danica released a breath. “So I got it on right. It works. Good, now we should be able to talk.”

      He sat back, goggling at her. “I can understand you.”

      She tried hard not to roll her eyes. “Yeah, that’s what I was trying to explain. That little thing will translate my words for you.”

      He touched a finger to it, but didn’t rip it off, which was good because she had no desire to go another round with the huge alien.

      “And it has nothing to do with your enemies. This tech is one hundred percent not Crestek.”

      He nodded slowly. “Okay, Dan-ee-ca. I will wear it. Only because you are not very good at talking with your hands.”

      Smart ass. She stood, grabbing the wadded up white tunic she’d put under K’alvek’s head as a pillow and pulling it on over her dirty shirt. "I’m glad that’s settled.”

      He rose to his feet. “Where are you going?”

      “I appreciate you saving me from the sandstorm and from being attacked by those assholes, but I can't stay here." She waved a hand in the direction of the cave opening and thought of Tori. "For all I know my friend is lost in the desert. Even if she did make it back to the ship, I know she'll be panicking that I've been missing for so long."

      She could feel his frustration as she stood beside him, then she saw a look of recognition cross his face. He studied her, glancing at the mouth of the cave before scowling and letting out a sigh. “I will help.”

      She hesitated. He didn’t seem thrilled about it, but he seemed sincere, and she felt no deception from him. It wasn’t like she minded his company, and even though she hated to admit it, she did need the help. Now, all she had to do was resist the urge to ride him like a pony. Or in this case, horse. Big horse.

      "Okay." She pointed to the cavern entrance. "Lead the way."
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      K’alvek led her out of the narrow crack in the stone and onto the mountain path. He peered over the sheer drop on one side and spotted the bodies lying on the rock shelf far below. He looked back at her, impressed that someone as small as her could throw them over the side. Maybe she was stronger than she seemed.

      She shrugged when she saw him looking at the bodies below. He didn’t understand the word he pulled from her mind, but he sensed her hatred of them and suspected an “asshole” was not a good thing. He grinned, pleased that she felt the same way about the Cresteks as he did.

      The suns were not yet high in the sky, the light barely warming the air as the blue of the night faded to gold. Danica wore the tunic of one of the dead Cresteks over her thin covering, but K’alvek noticed her rub her arms to warm them. He was reminded she didn't have the same thick skin he did to protect her from the suns and hold in the day's heat during the cold nights. He wondered again what type of planet she came from where she did not need shielding from the elements.

      He paused before picking a direction, thinking of his mission to spy on the Cresteks and discover the weaknesses in their defenses so he could better attack. If he helped Danica, that would have to wait. He couldn't take her along with him. She could not move as fast as he could, and he did not want to bring her close to his enemy again. He would have to return to the Dothvek village for food and water before they searched for her ship. His supplies were almost gone, and he had only packed enough for one. He felt a flash of irritation that his mission would be delayed, but a part of him felt relieved to have an excuse to stay with her. He would still have his revenge, he assured himself as he started along the path that wrapped around the mountain.

      Danica grabbed his arm and shook her head, pointing in the opposite direction.

      There was no water in the direction they came from. They needed water or he knew she would perish.

      “Water,” he said. “Food.”

      A torrent of words spilled from her mouth and the device she’d put on him struggled to keep up. She wanted to return to her ship.

      He gave a quick jerk of his head. “Too dangerous.” He pointed up toward the two suns. “Too hot.”

      Her eyes pinched together and a wrinkle appeared between them. She glanced back in the direction of the sands, and he felt her conflict. Her friend and her ship were back there, and she was worried for them. He paused as he felt her battling thoughts. More than just one friend. A crew. Her crew. Her female crew. More females like her, and they were alone somewhere on the sands. A flutter of hope bloomed in his chest. His clan needed females. Was it too much to think that maybe she wasn’t the only female who could connect with Dothvek minds?

      She spoke again, her voice cracking. “I have to find Tori and the ship.”

      K’alvek tried not to be exasperated, but they were wasting time arguing. Didn't she understand that the sands were deadly for someone as delicate as her? He jerked his head up and made a clicking sound with his mouth. “First water and food. Then we find them.”

      She threw her arms up. “And how long will that take?”

      He flicked his eyes to the path that led across the rocks to the far edge of the sands. “Until the suns fall.”

      Danica's mouth fell open. She did not want to walk all day in the wrong direction. She wanted to take her chances on the sand and find her ship. “No way am I wasting a day walking in the wrong direction. I can find them on my own.”

      This female was as hard-headed as a Dothvek, K’alvek thought, as she spun on her heel and began stomping off. He did not have time to fight with her, but he could not let her kill herself by wandering off alone. The best chance to save her and her crew was to get her back to his village and replenish his supplies for the search. Anything else would mean death for her.

      For a moment, he considered letting her go and returning to his mission. But as quickly as he’d considered it, he rejected the idea. He could not let her die. Not when he felt…What did he feel? Letting out a huff of air, he kicked a small rock with his toe, sending it flying over the rocky edge. Infuriating. If this creature was truly his mind mate, he was in serious trouble.

      K’alvek caught up with Danica in two long strides and picked her up. He ignored her squeals and protests as he threw her over one shoulder and tossed the Crestek cloak over her to protect her from the suns. “I cannot let you die on the sands.”

      She squealed in protest, and he sighed. She'd already ruined his mission, but she was not going to run off and die on him. He set off down the path holding her kicking legs tightly and ignoring the feeble punches she showered on his back as well as her loud complaints.

      He gave her rump a quick slap, enjoying the feel of the soft flesh beneath his hand and her indignant scream more than he’d expected to, and adjusting his gait as his cock twitched. Just as he'd predicted, this female was nothing but trouble.
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      They'd been walking for hours through the rocky cliffs. Well, he'd been walking. Danica had been bouncing along hanging halfway down his back. She'd given up fighting him, but he hadn't let her down. She'd resigned herself to going to his village a while ago, but he must not trust her not to try to run off in the other direction. His easy stride made her think she must feel light to him. His breath wasn't even labored, despite the fact that they hadn't stopped once.

      Danica tried to swallow, but there was no moisture left in her throat. Even though the mountains weren't as exposed as the open desert, the heat of the dual suns still beat down on them. She ran a palm across K’alvek's bare back, her fingers bumping along the ridges. It wasn't hot like she would have expected, and it obviously didn't burn. Maybe the gold color reflected the sunlight or the hardness absorbed the rays, but she marveled that he wasn't fried already, considering all of his exposed flesh. Even though she found the alien cloak to be stifling, it had kept her skin from sizzling.

      Her fingers lingered on the bumpy ridge running down the length of his spine and the ridges that swept out from it. They felt just like they had in her dreams—hard and sharp, and somehow really sexy. She tried to brush away the thoughts before he could sense them.

      He twisted his head to look at her.

      Shit. So much for that. She met his eyes and gave him a wave with her fingers, and he raised one eyebrow, but kept walking.

      “Not far,” he said.

      "You can put me down, you know. I won't try to run off. I know by now I can't outrun you."

      He swung her off his back so quickly, she yelped. She hadn't expected him to actually listen to her. He stood her on the ground and stepped back, his hands planted firmly on his hips.

      A wave of dizziness made her sway on her feet for a moment as the blood rushed from her head to her feet. "Thanks."

      He did little more than grunt before he started walking again, and she had to jog a few steps to keep up with him. After a few minutes, her breathing was ragged, and when she blinked, spots danced in front of her. It wasn't easy to keep up with K’alvek's long legs and fast pace. Even though she did her best to take full breaths, the thin air made her head pound. She refused to complain because she'd been so adamant about being put down. Her father's words echoed in her head. Be careful what you wish for, Danica.

      She almost laughed. Even after so many astro-years, her father's advice lingered with her. He would have been happy to know just how valuable his advice had become to her, especially because she'd bristled most of the times he'd given it to her. She wondered what he'd say about her present situation. No doubt he would warn her about the hulking alien and tell her not to trust him. Her father hadn't been big on trusting other species. Maybe he'd had good reason, but it was one of the things she'd disagreed with him about. Blanket xenophobia was an instinct she fought against. Just because a creature didn’t look like her didn’t mean they were bad. She’d learned pretty quickly that every species had its share of total assholes, as well as decent types.

      If she hadn’t taken a chance on Tori, she never would have gained a loyal crew member and friend. She didn’t care that Zevrians were supposed to be violent and disloyal. The violent part had come in handy on more than one occasion, and she’d never had occasion to doubt Tori’s devotion to the ship or her. The same went for Bexli. Lycithian shapeshifters were rarely employed for anything other than sex slaves, but when Danica had seen the woman desperately looking for passage off a pretty dodgy outpost, she’d given her a position on their crew. She doubted her father would have taken a chance on either woman, but then, he’d been from a different generation. And he hadn’t been a woman trying to succeed in a male-dominated arena.

      Danica pushed the thoughts of her father from her mind as she focused on matching her pace with K’alvek's, trying not to think that every step was taking her farther away from her ship and her only ticket off the planet. Despite her rational instincts—including a recurring urge to kick him in the balls—she trusted him. So far, he'd saved her twice, given her food and water, and had promised to help her find her ship and crew. She put those in the pros column. In the cons column, he was obviously used to being in charge, and didn't have much patience for dissent. Danica was too used to being the captain to take orders from anyone.

      She wasn't sure in which column she'd put the mind connection. While a part of her found his emotions comforting, the more rational part of her found the whole experience bizarre. For someone who'd been independent most of her life, she didn't like the idea of someone knowing her feelings. It made her feel defensive and weak, which she hated. Weakness in a captain could get her and her crew killed, she reminded herself. Wasn't that what her father had drummed into her? She sighed, letting out a hot breath through her chapped lips. Not that she and her crew were doing too well at the moment.

      The rocky path sloped sharply down and K’alvek turned around to scoop her up into his arms before continuing.

      He knew she was tired without asking.

      “I can walk,” she protested.

      “Stop talking, female,” he said.

      She wanted to be outraged, but he was right. Talking tired her out and made her throat even more parched. “Are you always this bossy?”

      “Are you always so stubborn?”

      She frowned. “Pretty much.”

      He made a gruff noise in the back of his throat. “I am not surprised.”

      It was hard to be indignant when she was so weary, but she couldn’t let him get away with his snarky comments. “I guess you’re used to throwing women over your shoulder, but I’m not some damsel in distress.”

      Now it was his turn to frown down at her. “You are the first female I have had to throw over my shoulder.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” she muttered.

      “Females on my planet are not so small. Carrying one of them would be difficult. And none of them would attempt to cross the sands on their own.”

      “Oh.” Danica couldn’t help feeling chastened. “Well, as long as you throwing me over your shoulder and slapping my ass doesn’t become a habit.”

      His lips quirked as he looked down at her and shrugged. “Only if you insist on being stubborn, female.”

      She wanted to argue back, but she was too drained.

      “Stop talking,” he said, but his tone was not as rough. “Rest.”

      “Just for a moment,” she said, looping an arm around his neck and leaning into him, her cheek resting against the firmness of his chest. His chest felt cool against her overheated skin—like the underside of a pillow. She draped her other arm around his neck, twisting so more of her body was flush with his skin. He pulled her closer, and she felt as safe as she ever had in her life. After a few more steps, her eyes drooped shut and she succumbed to the exhaustion from the heat.

      When Danica woke, the landscape had changed. Instead of rough rock face, they trudged through high grasses that reached K’alvek's knees. She blinked a few times to be sure she wasn't imagining it. Ahead were clusters of tall trees, almost like the palm trees she'd read about on Earth, with long, bare trunks, but these trees were covered in pale-blue bark and topped with draping, iridescent, green fronds that rustled in the breeze. The trees hugged the edges of a wide pool the size of a lake, deep indigo and still. Her mouth watered at the sight of it.

      She craned her neck to look behind them, but there were only the rolling hills of sand. Far in the distance she saw the end of the craggy mountains they'd crossed. And beyond that, she knew, was her crashed ship and the only other people she knew on the planet.

      She reminded herself that as soon as she stocked up on food and water, she would set out to find them. As they approached the water, she saw tents gathered around it, large fabric structures with high sides, their peaks jutting into the sky. Tall enough for someone as massive as K’alvek to walk into without hitting his head. Some tents had flaps pulled back that opened them to the outside, and some were closed. Tiny bells were tied to the edges of some of the pulled-back flaps, and they jingled softly as a warm breeze passed through.

      Over to one side was a pen with animals that look a bit like furry horses or humpless camels. Between chewing mouthfuls of dried grass, they let out loud, braying sounds. A few wore thin saddles across their backs.

      In the pen next to them were small, squat creatures with smooth skin as orange as a pumpkin, and long snouts that jiggled as they ran around, snuffling the ground for food. They had fat bellies and long tails with poms of fur at the end of them that they used to swing around and swat each other. She didn't see any saddles on those creatures, and had a feeling they weren't pets.

      Danica felt a thrill as she realized there was such a thing as an oasis in the desert. And she was in it. She breathed in and could smell the humidity of the water and the scent of roasting meat. Her stomach rumbled. She hadn't eaten much of anything in more than a day.

      As they got closer, she saw a few creatures that looked like K’alvek walk out from under tents and watch them. They were as tall as him, at least seven feet, with the same gold skin, ridges on their exposed backs, and pointed ears. Some had their dark hair bound and braided like K’alvek, and some wore it loose around their shoulders.

      She could feel their curiosity about her like a distant echo in her head. Nothing as strong as the feelings she could read off K’alvek, but still there. They wondered what kind of strange creature she was and why K’alvek carried her. They wondered if she was a wounded animal or perhaps prey.

      Danica felt a flash of indignation. She was not prey! K’alvek laughed softly, and she glared up at him.

      "You wouldn't be laughing, if a bunch of men were wondering if they should eat you," she grumbled.

      “They will not touch you.” His tone was so serious, she believed him.

      K’alvek's footsteps were slow as he walked to a group of stone pitchers outside the nearest tent and set her down. He picked up one of the smallest pitchers and gestured for her to open her mouth. Danica gladly obeyed, as he poured a stream of cool water down her throat.

      The water was so pure it was almost sweet, and she drank until it spilled down her chin. Then K’alvek drank from the same pitcher for even longer, his lips not touching the rim as he swallowed gulp after gulp.

      They'd been so focused on drinking, they'd ignored the men gathering behind. She could feel them now. She spun around and took a step closer to K’alvek.

      He motioned to them with his eyes. “Dothveks. Friends.”

      "If you say so." She wasn't so sure.

      The primitive aliens began to speak, their voices deep and the sounds rough. It didn’t take a mind reader to know that they were asking him a bunch of questions about her. Between the chatter she could understand snippets of, the aliens looked at her with a mixture of suspicion and disbelief, and when one of the males stepped closer to her and reached a hand out to touch her face, K’alvek growled at him.

      A woman approached through the crowd of men wearing flowing robes that shimmered like the sands. She stood just as tall as the men, with her dark hair piled high, and large, green eyes lined with black so they looked like a cat's. The men parted to let her through.

      So there were women in this village, after all. That was good, Danica thought. Maybe Mourad had been wrong about this planet having a shortage of females. She appraised the regal woman. Maybe they weren’t barbarians, after all.

      The alien woman stared intently at her before shifting her gaze to K’alvek, her eyes questioning.

      He made more guttural noises in the back of his throat before scooping her up in one fluid motion. “She needs sleep.”

      Even though she wanted to protest and tell him to let her go, she was still lightheaded from lack of food and the long journey. I’ll just rest my eyes for a moment, she thought, as he took her into one of the huge tents and closed the flaps behind them.
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      “How do we know she is not dangerous?” Zatvar, the chief Dothvek warrior, sat near the fire in a high-backed, carved chair, drumming his fingers on his leg. His dark hair spilled unbraided down his back, a sign that he no longer needed to serve as a hunter or guard for the clan. Although he was not as tall as many of the other males, he had arms like the trunks of trees, and a thick neck that made his head appear to rise directly from his wide shoulders.

      Beside him sat his mate, a female in billowing, gold robes that shimmered in the dancing light from the fire as it crackled and spit. The one who had greeted K’alvek when he arrived.

      K’alvek’s mother.

      Smoke rose high in the ceremonial tent, escaping from vents cut at the top of the peaks, but the heat from the flames remained inside the draped tent walls.

      K’alvek looked up from where he sat on his haunches across the fire and gave a snort of derision. “Have you seen her size?”

      His mother placed a hand on her new husband's arm. “She is clearly harmless.”

      K’alvek flinched, watching his mother touch Zatvar, but he inclined his head slightly toward her. He was grateful for her support as the council met to discuss his proposal, even if he could never accept her decision to remarry a man so unworthy.

      “Why should we risk our warriors for this strange female?” Zatvar asked.

      K’alvek felt his anger rise.

      Zatvar's lip curled up. He was clearly enjoying his stepson's discomfort. “What is this female to you?”

      His mother's hand squeezed Zatvar's arm with her long fingers. “If she speaks the truth, and there are other females out on the sands, this could be a good thing for our tribe.”

      Now it was Zatvar's turn to snort. “We do not even know if these females can mate with Dothveks. What are they? Is it even possible for them to be mind mates?” He wrinkled his nose as if in disgust. “I would split that pale creature in half with my cock.”

      It took all of K’alvek's self-control not to launch himself at the arrogant man sitting beside his mother. His father would never have spoken that way in front of her. He balled his hands at his sides.

      Zatvar had taken his predecessor’s wife to solidify his claim as leader. They were not mind mates, and he knew his mother did not love the rough Dothvek. She had only accepted the match to keep the peace and to protect him. Zatvar would not kill her son, but he might consider the former leader’s son a threat. K’alvek felt sick thinking of the sacrifice his mother had made for him. He steadied his breath, reminding himself that as much as he despised him, Zatvar was the leader of the clan.

      “I will go with my cousin, and we will find these females and bring them back. Then we can decide.”

      The voice came from behind K’alvek as a thick hand rested on his shoulder. He looked up and felt relief that it was Kush. He should have known his kinsman and best friend would have his back, and that he would know when K’alvek was about to do something foolish. Since they were boys, Kush had been the voice of reason between the two of them.

      Zatvar shifted in his chair. “Dothveks do not interact with other kinds. It is not our way. The Cresteks are the ones who crave contact outside this world, not us.”

      K’alvek wanted to remind the ruler that if he felt so much disdain for their enemies, he should have sought vengeance when the Cresteks had struck down his predecessor. He opened his mouth to speak, but his mother's voice cut through his.

      “Perhaps that has not served us. We have not sought these females, but should we toss them away when they have been dropped in our laps?”

      A murmur passed through the Dothveks and many exchanged glances. She did not need to say aloud what everyone around the fire knew. Their clan could not survive without females, and no female had been born in over ten rotations. Even though they lived for hundreds of rotations around the suns, Dothveks did not live forever and would eventually die out if they did not find mates for their men.

      Zatvar grunted. “My mate is as wise as she is beautiful. Who am I to tell my clansmen they cannot have these females?” He gave a rough laugh and patted K’alvek's mother's leg. “Who knows? Maybe one of them will like me best, and I will have two mates in my bed.”

      The pressure from Kush's hand increased on K’alvek's shoulder. A warning for him not to defend his mother's honor by challenging his new stepfather. K’alvek could almost hear his kinsman's thoughts, even though Kush was not sending any to him. He did not need to worry. K’alvek would not challenge Zatvar when he had granted him what he wished.

      “I will take a search party at first light,” K’alvek said.

      Many in the tent made noises of approval, telling him they would join his trek. He nodded his head at them. “Thank you, my brothers.”

      Zatvar sat back and reached for a goblet, turning his attention to his wine, and the others took the cue to begin drinking and eating. As the tent filled with the sounds of plates being passed and goblets being filled from jugs, K’alvek felt his mother's presence. His eyes went to the chair beside Zatvar, but it was empty.

      A wooden platter of meat was passed to him, and he recognized the smooth hand that held it.  He looked up to find his mother next to him where Kush had been standing moments earlier.

      “Eat. You are still weak from your injury.”

      K’alvek put a hand to the spot where the Crestek blaster hit him. He hadn't told her, but he was not surprised she'd noticed. The pain was almost gone, but his mother was right. His energy had not fully returned. He set the plate on his leg and tore off a piece of roasted meat with his fingers. After days with nothing but dried ration bars, K’alvek welcomed the savory mouthful. He swallowed and took another bite.

      His mother did not move away and go back to Zatvar. She watched him eat for a minute. “How much does she know about us?”

      K’alvek swiped at the grease on his mouth. “I have told her nothing.”

      “She is an offworlder. What do you know of her?”

      K’alvek felt the heat from the burning fire against his face. The cold air of the night hit his back as the tent flaps were opened and closed, but his skin protected him from the chill. His mind flitted to Danica asleep in his tent, where he'd left her well covered. “She crashed here. She and her crew.”

      His mother's angled eyebrows lifted. “She has her own crew? Is she a ruler?”

      K’alvek gave a quick jerk of his head. “She calls herself a captain. It was her vessel that crashed.”

      “And you have a connection to her.” It wasn't a question.

      “I saved her from the sandstorm and healed her wound,” he said as explanation. “She would not have survived.”

      His mother tilted her head at him. “Is she strong enough for our world? Is she strong enough for you?”

      “Do you mean will my cock split her in two?” He spit the words out, casting a look at Zatvar.

      His mother’s expression darkened. “It is not wise to challenge him.”

      K’alvek steadied his temper. “The offworlder does not lack for spirit or determination, but she does not have any intention to stay on our world.”

      His mother's forehead creased into furrows. “Is your connection to her deep?”

      “Is it even possible to take a mind mate that isn’t of our world?”

      She shook her head. “I do not know, but if her kind can bond with us…”

      “It could save us.”

      His mother squeezed his shoulder. “You will explain. Make her understand that the bond of mind mates is unbreakable.”

      K’alvek put a warm morsel of meat in his mouth. “I do not think I could make that female do anything she didn’t want to do. Unless I kept her tied up. She has been nothing but trouble for me since I found her.”

      The side of his mother's mouth twitched up into a half smile. “But you still feel bound to her.”

      K’alvek shrugged, not wanting to admit the feelings she provoked in him. “If her crewmates are anything like her, they will be just as much trouble. The sooner we help her leave our planet, the better.”

      His mother nodded, her smile enigmatic. “Yes, of course.”

      She left him, her robes fluttering behind as she walked away. He frowned. What did she mean by that? K’alvek let out a breath as he thought how little he understood females, no matter what species. He went to take another bite, but paused as he felt Danica's mind stirring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When Danica woke, it took her a moment to remember where she was. Instead of staring up at the dull-gray metal of her ship’s ceiling, she lay gazing up at the inside of a tent. The beige fabric sides rose to a high point over her head and met where a tall pole extended from the ground. She could tell that the daylight had faded by the deep, inky blue peeking through the seams of the fabric.

      That’s right, she reminded herself. She wasn’t on her ship. She was with the alien with gold skin. He’d taken her to his village and, she guessed, to his tent.

      Pushing herself up onto her elbows, Danica shoved off a heavy, woven blanket and peered around the tent. A lamp swung overhead, illuminating the space with soft, golden light. The floor was covered with roughly braided mats layered on top of each other, but the shifting sand made the surface uneven. Since the sand was so powdery, rising and falling as she moved, it felt a bit like lying on top of water. It seemed like the area where she lay was the bed, since it was piled with softer fabrics.

      She glanced down at herself. Whew. She was still dressed, although her clothes were considerably dirtier than they were the day before. "At least I'm not naked, or wearing a gold bikini," she mumbled to herself.

      About an arm’s length away sat a flat slat of wood topped with a clay pitcher and a plate of food. From the smell, she could guess it was some kind of grilled meat. She crawled over to it as the sands undulated, and pulled the wooden slat onto her lap before tearing a piece of meat from the bone that stretched across the plate.

      Danica closed her eyes, nearly moaning with pleasure as she chewed the savory mouthful. The meat was still warm and had more flavor than anything she'd ever tasted. To be fair, she'd eaten more than her share of freeze-dried rations. Living on a spaceship didn't lend itself to a pantry filled with fresh food. She took a drink of water from the small pitcher, the liquid cool and fresh. It didn't take her long to strip the bone clean and drain every drop of the water.

      Once her stomach was full, she realized she couldn’t feel K’alvek. Had he left her there alone? She stood and crossed to the flaps of the tent, pushing them back and stepping outside into the night. Before she could take another step, a thick arm came down in front of her.

      “I was looking for you—” she started to say, before seeing that the tall, broad alien wasn’t K’alvek. He was just as tall, but his shoulders were not as muscular, and his eyes narrowed at her. “You’re not K’alvek.”

      Her heart thudded as she backed up and he stepped closer, his gaze dropping as if sizing her up. Instead of curiosity, Danica read hunger in his eyes, and she didn’t like it one bit. Squaring her shoulders, she glared at him. “Don’t even think about it, asshole.”

      The corner of his mouth curled up, and he grunted, clearly not impressed with her show of bravado. If only she had a blaster, she thought. Then she’d show this barbarian who was in charge.

      A deep bark of a command made both her and the alien jump, as K’alvek strode toward them out of the darkness. His expression looked murderous, and the other alien shrank back, mumbling something before standing at attention to the side of the tent flaps.

      Danica was both relieved that K’alvek had shown up when he had and irritated that he’d posted someone outside the tent. “Are you guarding me? Am I your captive now?”

      He frowned, jerking his head up and making a clicking noise, which she now recognized as his version of no. She wasn’t sure if she believed him, but she allowed him to lead her back inside the tent. The night air was cold, after all, and she only wore a T-shirt.

      Rubbing her arms, she sank onto the covered sand. "Thanks for the food."

      He glanced at the bare bone on the plate, and his eyebrow twitched up.

      "What?" She crawled back to the bed, shoving her feet under one of the fabrics as the cool evening air reached her. "I was hungry."

      Now that she was rested and well-fed, all Danica could think of was her marooned ship and friends. It had been nearly two days since she and Tori set out on the desert. In that amount of time Tori could have died of dehydration, though Danica couldn't imagine that happening to someone as tough and resourceful as her security chief.  Plus, Zevrians could go for longer without food and water than humans could. Tori had been in much worse scrapes and survived, so Danica felt confident she'd made it back to the ship. Her thoughts turned to her crew. Surely, Holly had been able to fix the damaged comms system, especially since she had Max's help. By now, they could have gotten out a distress call. Or, they could be running low on rations and water. Either way, she needed to get back to them.

      K’alvek squatted down next to her, resting his forearms on his thighs. “My people will find them.”

      When he spoke slowly, her translator managed to figure out his words more quickly. Or maybe it was learning the language. “Not just you?”

      He shook his head. “When the suns are up, the search party will leave.”

      Relief flooded her body, almost making her sob, and she threw her arms around him, knocking him off-balance. He rolled back onto the pile of fabrics, taking her with him.

      She didn't even care that she lay on top of him with his hands clutched tightly to both sides of her hips. She barely noticed the buzzing warmth spreading through her body from his touch, and felt nothing but happiness and relief as she scooted up and planted a quick kiss on his lips.

      When she pulled back, her lips were tingling, and she could feel his entire body go rigid against hers. She locked eyes with him and leaned down for another kiss, the second one longer and deeper as she let her tongue part his full lips. The rumble that came from his throat was dark and filled with arousal.

      Even though she'd known the guy for less than forty-eight hours, she already trusted him more than most men she'd known. Of course, most of the other men she'd known were fellow bounty hunters, criminals on the run, or black-market traders. Not exactly the most savory assortment. It was also easier to trust a guy when she could sense his emotions enough to know how much he desired her. That was another advantage of an empathic species.

      She pushed herself up so that she was straddling him, and ran her hands down his chest, enjoying every hard curve of his muscles. He sat up so that they were face-to-face again, his arms curled up around her back and her legs wrapped around his waist. She felt something thick and hard pressing against her, and remembered the ridged rings on his cock. She wondered what they would feel like inside her. Somewhere deep in her brain she felt startled by her own lack of inhibitions. Shit, when had she gotten so uncontrollably horny?

      It’s fine, she thought. It’s been too long since you’ve gotten some. Enjoy it.

      She squeezed her legs, pulling him closer. Danica didn’t hold any illusions that sex had to equal love, or even long-term lust. She’d never needed either before, taking pleasure when she could find it. Sure, she liked the idea of being in love, but life as a bounty hunter didn’t lend itself to relationships. Plus, a lot of men were intimidated by a female captain, further limiting her options.

      Not this guy, she thought, rubbing her hands down his bare, corded stomach. She couldn’t imagine anything intimidating someone so huge and ripped. Fire flared in her core as she remembered her dream. No, she wouldn’t mind submitting to him one bit.

      Her need for him was so strong, she barely sensed his swirl of emotions. He was filled with desire for her, but something else as well. She felt too euphoric to dwell on it for long. Her limbs actually tingled and her fingertips felt electrified as she stroked his granite-like chest.

      “It’s okay,” she said as she felt him hesitate. “I want to.”

      His brow furrowed, and she wondered if he understood her words or was just responding to her body language. He flipped her over so that she lay on her back with him over her. “You do not understand.”

      “I’m pretty sure I do.” Was this alien seriously mansplaining her own arousal to her? “Don’t you want to?”

      The rush of desire she felt from him almost knocked the breath out of her. Okay, he  definitely did. Danica knew she should be nervous that a massive alien wanted to take her as badly as he did, but she wasn't. Being with him felt too good for her to care about anything else. She closed her eyes and arched her back as need coursed through her. But instead of tearing her clothes off like she knew he wanted to do, she felt him getting up. When she opened her eyes, he was staggering out of the tent, the flap slapping shut behind him. She propped herself up on her elbows to call after him, but he was gone.

      Danica flopped back on the piles of fabric. What the hell?
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      K’alvek paced back and forth outside the tent, his emotions roiling. She desired him as much as he desired her. He could feel it in her mind and her body, even if her words were a jumble to him.

      Then why did he push her away?

      He stamped a bare foot into the sand, sending grains flying into the air. For one, he knew that the energy pulses that made it easier to subdue his prey also affected her. Perhaps not as much as a sand serpent, but he had no way of knowing how much. He wanted to think her fluttering pulse and quickened breath were because of her attraction to him. Even thinking of the sounds she made when she touched him made his cock throb.

      Even if he didn’t want to admit it, he also knew that he was bonding with her. And as impossible as it should be, he knew it was the bond of a mind mate. If he claimed her, the bond would be permanent. He didn’t know what that would mean for her since she wasn’t Dothvek, but he knew what it would mean for him. He would only ever bond with one female. If she left, so would his chance of having a mate.

      But she’d never hidden her desire to leave, he reminded himself. Her driving goal was to get off his planet. He had sensed enough of her thoughts to realize that an SOS call meant another ship would come and take her and crew away. Despite knowing she was a distraction he did not need or want, that thought extinguished his desire like water on flames. He’d seen her determination. It was clear she would not do anything she did not wish to do—including stay and be his mate—and he had no intention of making her his captive for life, although the image of her tied up made more blood rush south. He pushed those thoughts from his mind.

      K’alvek strode over to the pen holding the jebels. One of the beasts approached him, looking for food in his outstretched hand. He let the beast lick his hand, the tongue rough, then he ran his fingers through the matted fur of the waddle. When he found no food, the jebel brayed a complaint and moved away.

      Danica had no idea that his people were dying out because there were not enough females. She did not know about energy the Dothveks channeled that made them such skilled hunters. And she had no clue about mind mates. How could she? Everything about his world was foreign to her. He wondered again what her world was like that she could survive with such delicate skin and small frame. So far, he'd been able to keep her safe, but for how long? And if keeping her safe turned into a full-time job, how would he fulfill his need for revenge?

      He walked to the water's edge and looked at the three moons reflected in the placid surface. He reached out and groped for her thoughts. Confusion. Hurt. Pain.

      “Why are you here?”

      He heard Kush's question before he sensed him coming up behind him. K’alvek didn't want to admit his own conflict. A Dothvek warrior should be strong and decisive at all times.

      Kush tossed a pebble into the water and ripples circled out from it, reaching the edge and sending the cool water to meet K’alvek's toes. “Do you think she and her people were destined to save us?”

      He stared at his cousin. “If they are, they do not know it.” K’alvek did not mention how she reacted to his touch, or how much she wanted to escape their world.

      Kush nodded. “I’ve seen the way she reacts to you. Your connection to her is obvious.”

      K’alvek’s stomach clenched. It was obvious she was his mind mate?

      “To me, that is,” his cousin clarified. “You’ve never been able to mask yourself from me.”

      This was true. Kush knew his mind better than anyone. Until Danica. “I do not know what to do.”

      “Maybe she will stay. Maybe they all will.” His expression was hopeful. “Maybe they all have her abilities.”

      K’alvek emitted a choked laugh. He could be honest with his best friend, if no one else. “These females are used to commanding, not taking orders.” He swept an arm wide. “And they are from a different world than this. They fly in a ship among the stars.”

      Kush laughed. “I would expect nothing less from a female you found.”

      K’alvek gave him a shove, but then laughed himself before becoming serious again. “She is a complication I do not need.”

      Kush put an arm around his shoulders and began walking with him across the camp. “Maybe a complication is exactly what you need. You have been consumed by revenge for too long.”

      K’alvek pressed his lips together. “I cannot forget my vengeance.”

      “No?” Kush stopped them outside a high-peaked tent draped in white, then stepped away, leaving K’alvek by himself in front of the swathed entrance.

      The moonlight bounced off the fabric, making it appear to glow, and K’alvek swallowed hard. He hesitated before sweeping open the flaps of the tent and stepping inside. Around him, candles burned and the warm light cast shadows on the walls. He breathed in the sweet, rich scent of perfumed oils and burning tallow.

      “I thought you might seek out answers.” His mother sat on a high-backed chair with a chandelier of carved bone and candles above her. “Sit.”

      K’alvek lowered himself onto the floor across from her. There was no sign of Zatvar. Not that the brute would feel at home in her private tent with its soft scents and altars to the goddesses. His mother had always had a tent where she prayed to the goddesses. Even as a boy he remembered the high priestess visiting her often.

      He had once asked his father why they still had a priestess if Dothveks had lost so many females to the illness. The high priestess did not take a mate, and it had seemed to K’alvek a waste for even one female to be unmated when there were so few. His father had explained that the high priestess remained pure to channel the wisdom of the goddesses, which was the needed counterbalance to his people's warrior instincts.

      “The world is nothing without balance,” his father had told him. “The Cresteks abandoned their priestesses and their devotion to the ancient goddess wisdom, and look what happened to them.”

      K’alvek had shuddered. He did not want to be like their one-time brethren who had lost their ability to sense others’ emotions and no longer revered the planet. Instead of living in harmony with their surroundings, the Cresteks had quarried rock and built a city that jutted up from the land like jagged, gray teeth. They had chased immortality with medical experiments, mistakenly creating an illness that had swept through their females before eventually infecting the Dothveks, as well. Now neither clan had many females, and all because of the Cresteks’ need for advancement, their desire for more. He had heard rumors they shared their females, although he could not imagine such an arrangement. The thought of sharing Danica made his blood stir.

      His mother gave a low, throaty laugh. “That will not be your problem, son.”

      “What do you know?” he asked her. “Is it her destiny for her and her crew to save our people?”

      She held his gaze, her gray eyes reminding K’alvek of the sky before the dark sands swirled across its surface. “It is not for me to say.”

      K’alvek felt a flash of irritation. If she wasn't sure, how could he be? No one prayed to the goddesses more than her.

      “You understand the risks.” She said this as a statement. “To you.”

      K’alvek felt heat rise up his neck. “I have not claimed her.”

      His mother gave a half shrug, as if his answer was irrelevant. “When you do, you will be bonded with her. The mind mate bond will not break, even if she leaves.”

      “What about for her?”

      She let out a breath. “I do not know. An offworlder has never bonded with one of our kind. Our stories tell of visitors from other worlds coming here, but never of them bonding with us. Do her people possess mental abilities like ours?”

      K’alvek jerked his head up. “I do not believe so. She seemed surprised when she could sense me.”

      “Then I suspect she will remain unscathed.”

      “Good.” He released the breath he hadn’t known he was holding, relieved he couldn’t hurt her. “She wishes to leave. It is best I help her do that. It is not my destiny to take a mate. I have another purpose.”

      She nodded. “And after you get your vengeance, my son?”

      Only Kush knew of his plan, and he felt sure his cousin would not betray him. He had worked hard to keep his thoughts and intent hidden.

      “No one told me,” she answered the question he had not asked. “I can sense the need within you even though you mask it.”

      He looked away, feeling his breath catch in his chest. “There is honor in avenging my father.”

      “There are many ways to honor your father. None of them will return him to you.” She leaned closer and the shadows bounced across her face. “He was a great Dothvek who loved his son, as I do. Ask yourself what he would want for you.”

      “He would not want this.” His gaze darted to the robes that indicated her role as mate to the clan leader.

      She flinched. “He would understand my sacrifice.”

      K’alvek's eyes stung. The sacrifice she’d made to protect him.

      “Do not waste what has been given to you,” she whispered. “Your father and I knew you would be greater than either of us.”

      He blinked at her, startled by her revelation. He’d had very little room in his head to think about what his father might have envisioned for his life. If he'd lived, his father might have told him what type of greatness he foresaw, but their time together had been cut short. By the Cresteks. K’alvek jerked his head up and made a clicking sound with his tongue. “I know my destiny.”

      She sat back, giving him a wistful smile. “I hope you are right. For all our sakes.”

      He stumbled out of the tent, grateful to breathe the cool air again. As he made his way back to his own tent, he felt the female’s emotions pulsing through him. Desire. Need.

      He clenched his hands into fists by his side, and his heart leapt as realization dawned on him. She felt these things when he was not touching her, when his energy was not altering hers. She truly wanted him. Her unwavering desire enflamed him, his heart knocking against his ribs.

      K’alvek reached the flaps of his tent, thinking about what his mother had said, about the risk to himself. He’d never sought out a mate, so her leaving would mean nothing to him. The faster he helped her leave, the sooner he could return to his plans. In the meantime, who was he to deny her what she desired? Who was he to deny himself a pleasure he knew would be unforgettable?
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      Danica felt the gust of cool air as the tent flap opened, and then the weight of his body as he lay down on the pile of rugs and fabrics without touching her.

      She was still upset that he walked out on her, so she kept her eyes closed and pretended to be asleep. She could sense his regret before he spoke. “I am sorry for leaving.”

      Shit. He knew she was awake. Of course, he knew she was awake.

      She rolled over to face him. There was no light in the tent, but the glow from the planet's three moons peeked through the gaps so she could see the outline of his massive body as he turned to her.

      Her anger softened. "What's with all the hot and cold?"

      His brows pressed together in confusion.

      She laughed a little as she pushed herself up so she sat cross-legged. "I mean why do you jump me one minute, then walk away the next?"

      “I do not want to hurt you.”

      "Yeah, I get that, but I'm actually the leader of my own crew, and I'm used to taking care of myself. I'm a big girl, buddy, and you don't need to worry about me."

      He angled his head at her. “Not big. Small.”

      "To you, maybe." Danica reminded herself that he didn't understand her expressions. "What I mean is that I'm used to taking care of myself. I've been on my own since I was sixteen. I'm the captain of a spaceship."

      He nodded, but she doubted he understood her words. At least not the part about her being the captain of a ship. As far as she'd seen, his people didn't have spaceships or any modern technology. She tried not to be annoyed, but she did not like feeling like a delicate flower, even if the planet’s environment clearly had the ability to kick her ass.

      "Where I come from, I'm not small or weak. I'm kind of a badass. And you should meet my friend, Tori."

      He was confused by the word badass, but his eyes flickered with recognition when she said her friend's name. “You want to find Tori.”

      Danica grinned, happy that at least they were on the same page as far as that went. She was grateful that the Dothveks had agreed to rescue her crew, and knew it was because of K’alvek. She'd like to pretend not to understand why he was so eager to help, but it would be absurd to ignore their connection. She'd been in lust before, and even once for a brief week had convinced herself she was in love, but this was something different.

      She looked at him in the shadowy light, the broadness of his chest and arms making her feel safe instead of scared, and wished for a moment she didn't have to get off this strange sand planet as soon as possible. Even though she barely knew him, she already knew she would miss him.

      “You will leave,” he said.

      "Unless you have any work around here for bounty hunters, there isn't much reason for us to stay." She felt guilty the moment the words left her lips and put a hand on his arm. "Not that you haven't been great. I really appreciate all your help."

      He made a low noise in his throat, and the sound sent a shiver down her spine even though she felt his warmth spreading through her body. He tried to pull his arm away, but she held him.

      "I'm not going to let you get away so easily this time, big guy." Her voice sounded oddly high-pitched to her own ears.

      He reached over, running a finger down the side of her face, his touch feather-light.

      For a huge brute of a guy, Danica was surprised he could be so gentle. She'd never felt a pull as strong to anyone before, and she didn't care that he wasn't human, or she hadn't known him for long.

      Her pulse quickened, and heat surged through her as he traced the line of her neck. Her nipples hardened as his hand reached the space between her breasts. So much for playing hard to get, Danica.

      She took his hand and pressed it to her chest so that his palm cupped her breast. He inhaled sharply, and she felt his hesitation. "Don't you want me?" she asked.

      “I should not.”

      “That’s not what I asked.” Danica felt a bit lightheaded from his touch. She had no intention of falling for him, but she was tired of always being careful. Her usual internal warning system—instilled so firmly by her father—seemed to be slipping away. She would be leaving the planet soon, but there was no reason not to have some fun until then. Not when he was so big and gorgeous and, well, big. "Why don't you let me decide that?"

      She leaned forward and kissed him, letting her lips barely brush against his. When she pulled away, it felt like they were vibrating. She touched a finger to her mouth as he pulled his hand back from her chest. Even though they were not touching, she could feel his desire pulsing through her.

      “You are sure?”

      Danica couldn't keep from rolling her eyes. "Do you need me to sign something to make it official? Oh, I have a birth control implant, so you don’t need to worry about that, either.” She traced her tongue along her lower lip. “Yes, I want to do this."

      His breath quickened. With a low growl he swept both large hands under her and lifted her up, pulling her to him so that her legs wrapped around his waist and their bodies were nearly flush. Holding onto his back, Danica dragged her hands down the bony ridges and felt their sharp edges.

      “Yes?” he asked, and she felt the restraint fighting against his need.

      Danica hesitated for a moment, even as her body screamed for him. She was leaving, she told herself, as her breaths came out in shallow pants. Otherwise, she'd never get involved with a guy who thought throwing her over his shoulder was the best way to end an argument. Thinking about how easily he'd tossed her across his muscular back made her dig her fingernails into his skin.

      “Hell, yes,” she told him, pushing away any lingering uncertainty.

      Danica arched her back so her nipples grazed his chest. He raised her and lowered his head so that he nuzzled her breasts through her shirt. She pushed him away for a moment as she pulled her shirt over her head and let it drop to the floor. The cool air hit her skin and her breasts tightened, aching for his touch.

      She heard the deep rumble in his chest as he took one of her hard nipples in his mouth and began sucking. She gasped as his tongue flicked it gently, then nipped. He shifted to the other nipple, teasing it with his tongue while he circled the other with his finger. Danica heard her own growl escape her throat.

      He dropped her back on the blankets, and the sand shifted underneath as he pulled off her pants in one quick tug. Bending over her, his long braided ponytail falling over his shoulder, he licked his way down her body.  When he reached her panties, he ripped them away.

      She yelped in surprise, then again when he reached up and pinned her arms up over her head. Straining her muscles, she attempted to free her arms but he held them together with one large hand.

      “What are you doing?” Her heart raced. She wished it was from outrage, but it wasn’t. Being held down by him made a scorching heat throb between her legs.

      “You said you wanted me.”

      She wiggled in his grasp. “Yes, but. . .”

      He lowered his head and sucked one nipple, then tugged it gently. “This is how Dothveks claim a mate.”

      She wanted to remind him she wasn’t mate material and that she wasn’t the kind of woman to be claimed, but the heat of his mouth made it difficult to think. Her need for him washed over her with an intensity that left her panting. She didn’t care how primitive it was, she wanted this alien barbarian to claim her.

      His grip on her wrists tightened as he moved from her breasts, crushing his mouth to hers and parting her lips with a dominant sweep of his tongue. Her head sank deeper into the sand beneath her from the force of his kiss, his tongue stroking hers. When he pulled away, she fought to catch her breath.

      “So small,” he murmured, running his free hand down one side of her body, electric sensations skittering down her spine. Her heart hammered in her chest, as she watched the way his gaze devoured her. When he reached her hip, he teased his thumb over the thin strip of hair. She shivered.

      Looking up, he met her eyes as he pushed her legs apart, dragging one finger through her folds.

      She moaned at the sensation of his touch and his pupils flared. When he pushed one thick finger inside her, she tried to jerk her arms free. “Please.”

      “Please what?” he asked, slipping a second finger inside her and making her gasp. “This is what you want.”

      Damn empath. She did want this. Her entire body hummed as he stroked his fingers in and out, and she was powerless to do anything but struggle weakly. She was a powerful woman. She shouldn’t want him to dominate her like this, but the slickness between her thighs said otherwise.

      “Let me go,” she begged.

      He released his grip on her hands. “Only if you do not move them.”

      She whimpered her agreement, as he lowered his head. When he dragged his tongue across her clit, she moaned, feeling his curiosity and then his pleasure as he circled it languidly. Danica bucked against him, but didn’t lower her arms. He moved his fingers faster and flicked his tongue over her sensitive nub, responding to her noises of surrender.

      He continued to suck her while sliding his finger in deeper. She moved her hips in time with him, barely able to hold back anymore. He didn’t say anything, but she felt his pleasure coursing through her. He wasn’t going to let her touch him until she came.

      The thought made Danica’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she hooked her legs around his back, dropping them open wider. She felt the primal growl he emitted as it vibrated across his lips and her skin. It was too much. She let out a cry as she shattered, her body quaking as each wave of ecstasy slammed into her.

      Sitting back, he removed his pants, and his massive cock rose up. Even in the shadowed light, she could tell she'd been right. He had a series of circular ridges down the entire length of it. The gold skin on the crown was slightly darker than the shaft, and she knew without touching it that the skin would be just as velvety as the rest of his body, and just as rigid. She reminded herself to breathe as she stared at him. She'd never seen such a long, thick cock, and all she could think of was how much she wanted to feel those ridges inside her.

      She could tell he was pleased with her reaction as it swelled even more. Alien guys weren't all that different from human men in that way, she thought.

      She wrenched her gaze up from his cock to the vee of ridges below his corded stomach muscles and then to his sculpted chest. His shoulders were bunched with tension and veins on his neck pulsed. When she met his eyes, they burned molten and deadly. Danica’s stomach did a somersault. If she had any sense left, she would have been terrified.

      He lowered himself and notched his throbbing cock between her legs. “Tell me.”

      She hesitated, her mouth dry.

      His gaze flitted to the arms that were still over her head. “Do I need to restrain you again?”

      She swallowed hard, her heart hammering so loudly she was sure the entire village could hear it. “Tell you . . .?”

      He pushed the crown of his cock so that it was barely inside her, but she still gasped. Even that felt impossibly huge.

      His eyes flared dark and possessive. “Tell me you are mine to claim.”

      Danica guessed this was where the barbarian part of him really came out, although considering how wet she was, she clearly didn’t mind.

      “I’m yours.” She clutched his back and pulled him desperately toward her, arching her back and spreading her legs even wider, feeling his resolve crumble. She reached down and ran her fingertips down the length of him and caressed his cock rings. She’d been right. Hard, but velvety soft. She wrapped her hand around the base and squeezed.

      His restraint gave way and he pushed himself all the way in, moving slowly and letting Danica feel each ridged ring as it entered her. The sensation of hard, bumpy flesh sent jolts through her body, even as he stretched her so far she screamed. He swallowed her cries with his mouth, kissing her deeply as he held himself inside until the discomfort faded.

      The same feeling of contentment she got from his hands touching her, now buzzed through her entire body. She’d never felt such complete euphoria, and she wanted more, wrapping her legs around him as she took all of him.

      “Tight.” He gazed down at her then brushed his full lips against hers before stroking into her again. He arched his back, and as he thrust into her once more, the vee of ridges below his stomach rubbed against her swollen clit. So that’s what those were for, she thought.

      She clawed at his rock-hard chest muscles as her hips bucked against him, and his ridges both inside and out sent jolts of pleasure through her.

      “K’alvek,” she panted, the sensations almost too much for her to handle.

      “Danica.” He answered with her name, but the way he said it—forceful and dominant—made her almost whimper with desire.

      Rearing up, he sat back on his knees and held her hips as he drove his cock deep. He gazed down to where their bodies joined, stroking her slick nub with one thumb. “Mine.”

      She felt her release building again, the rush of scorching pleasure making her entire body spasm. As she contracted around him, K’alvek let out a roar and hammered into her, pulsing into her after a final, hard thrust.

      Panting, Danica went limp on the pile of bedding. K’alvek sank down beside her and the sands shifted under his weight. His breath was ragged, and she sensed his happiness. And something else. Fear?

      What could someone as fierce as him possibly be afraid of? She rolled over on her side and put a hand on his chest, feeling the heavy rise and fall.

      He pulled her over so she lay half on top of him, his heart racing as she rested her cheek one of his hard chest muscles. She traced a finger around his nipple, and he grunted. Laughing, she let her fingers wander down to the ridges below his stomach.

      "Now these make sense." She touched them and found them wet with her juices. "Very impressive."

      Who was she kidding? It was all impressive.

      He put a finger under her chin and raised her face so he could kiss her. Even though his kisses were soft, they sent tremors skating down her spine and made her nipples tingle.

      "We'd better get some sleep if the rescue party leaves in the morning." She entwined one of her legs with his as he pulled a heavy fabric over her.

      She was so blissed-out, she didn't remember to ask him about the whole claiming thing he’d said. She assumed it was one of those “heat of the moment” things because she wasn’t a good candidate for claiming. Not when she was on the first rescue ship off the planet.
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      Tori looked down at the flat ceiling panels Caro had fastened to her shoes. They looked ridiculous, but she knew they would make it easier to walk up and down the dunes. “Another one of your resistance hacks?”

      Caro grinned, as she adjusted her own makeshift footwear.. “Nope. One of my bounty-hunter hacks. I just came up with it. They're like snow shoes, but for sand.”

      Tori had never seen snow, but she got the idea. "At least they don't have sharp edges like the part of the hull we used as a sled last time."

      Caro wrinkled her nose. "Yeah. I'm surprised you only cut your shoulder."

      Tori raised her injured arm as she adjusted the pack on her back and felt a dull ache. At least the sharp pain was gone. She wouldn't be winning any hand-to-hand combat in the near future, but she had a basic range of motion. She felt the coolness of the two steel water bottles inside her backpack as they pressed against her back, and her mouth watered.

      "Maybe we should all go," Holly said. "We could cover more ground that way."

      Tori twisted from where she stood at the door of the bridge, her chain belt jingling. "You know we need you here working on getting the computer systems up and running. Bexli and Pog will cover plenty of ground."

      “Especially as sand dragons,” Bexli said, rubbing a hand over Pog’s fluffy head and grinning.

      Holly flinched as she adjusted her arm sling. "Is that even a thing?” She shuddered as Bexli laughed. “I hate the idea of you all going out onto the desert while we stay here in climate-controlled comfort."

      Max cleared her throat. "It won't be climate-controlled for much longer if we don't fix the computers."

      "See?" Caro waved a hand in Max's direction. "The doctor is right. What you're doing is more important. It's the only chance we've got to get off this giant sandbox of a planet."

      Tori clomped the few steps over to where Holly sat in front of a console and rested a hand on her shoulder. "How about this? You get an SOS message out so we get rescued, and I never have to see sand again for as long as I live, and we'll call it even."

      Holly gave Tori one of the winks she usually saved for interested men. "Deal."

      "Opening the door," Caro called as the bridge door slid open and warm air filled the ship.

      Even though it was early and the two suns were barely cresting the rolling dunes, the frigid, night air had already been burned away. The air still held the quiet of the night; the only sounds were those of Tori's feet slapping against the metal floor as she followed Caro outside.

      Both women dropped down onto the sand, the ceiling panels tied to their feet keeping them from sinking into the powdery gold sand. Bexli and Pog followed, transforming into giant, shimmery, green lizards with wide, webbed feet before the sand could envelop their legs.

      Tori watched them scamper off, skimming across the glittering sand toward the rocks while she and Caro covered the desert. She glanced back up at the ship, seeing Holly and Max leaning out. She gave them the thumbs-up. “Close it up.”

      Both women gave a curt nod before the door slid shut, and Tori turned back to Caro.

      "They work," Caro said, examining the makeshift shoes that were holding them up, clearly pleased with her invention.

      Tori lifted her knees high and walked forward. It sure beat paddling on a metal surfboard. She adjusted the white T-shirt she'd fashioned into a bandana over her head and checked the positions of the suns. Pointing one arm at the open desert, she said to Caro, "This way."

      They walked up and down several dunes in silence, sweat trickling down their faces, until Tori paused at the top of one. "There it is."

      The gleaming bit of hull lay in the valley between several high sand peaks. The two women slid down the hill on their wide shoes, stopping when they reached the piece of metal.

      Caro touched a finger carefully to the jagged edge. "Is this dried blood?"

      Tori leaned in to appraise the dark substance splattered on one side and frowned. There was more blood than the small amount that had come from her cut. "Looks like it. Danica may have gotten cut, too."

      Caro scanned the area around them. "I don't see any more blood, so she must not have stayed here long."

      Tori shifted the torn hull fragment, looking underneath it for any other traces of the captain. Nothing.

      Caro pulled a water bottle from her pack and took a long swig, then offered it to Tori. "So, we've determined she didn't stay here and freeze to death, or suffer heat stroke. That's a good thing."

      Tori didn't say anything, but drank the lukewarm water gratefully. She knew that just because they hadn't found Danica's body here didn't mean she'd survived nearly twenty-four hours alone in the desert. And she still hadn't been able to figure out why her captain would have left her behind. She'd served with Danica long enough to know she wouldn't leave a member of her crew, but from all appearances, that was what had happened.

      Danica had vanished, leaving Tori alone and injured. Now, Tori knew that Danica had also been wounded. She refused to let herself think too hard about the reasons why Danica could have disappeared—wild animals, quicksand, bloodthirsty aliens—because most of them were not happy scenarios.

      “I guess we should catch up with Bexli and Pog at the rocks. If Danica isn’t out here, she must have gone there.” Caro started walking in the direction of the mountains. "Race you."

      Tori allowed herself a laugh, because high-stepping across the desert with ceiling tiles strapped to their feet was hardly a speedy endeavor. "No wonder this planet looks uninhabited. Who could survive out here with nothing but sand and rocks?"

      "We don't know it's uninhabited. The air may be thinner than what we're used to, but it's breathable. At least it's not frozen solid like that planet where we captured that one really ornery guy."

      Tori remembered the frigid ice planet where they'd tracked a wanted criminal with a hefty price on his head. At the time it had seemed unbearable, but as the arid heat burned her throat with every shallow breath, she thought maybe it hadn't been so bad. "Ornery? That's a nice way of putting it. He didn't try to blast your head off."

      "That's why you get the big bucks," Caro joked.

      Tori shook her head at Caro's joke. One of the most unusual features of Danica's bounty-hunting crew, aside from it being all female, was that they spilt all the profits equally. After taking out what they needed for supplies and fueling the ship, their bounties were divided up in five shares. Not even Danica took a bigger cut than the rest of them. They were all equals, she'd said, and each one was vital to the group's survival. Tori pushed thoughts of the captain out of her mind and glanced up at the mountains.

      They were covering ground more quickly than she had yesterday, when she'd trekked back to the ship, and soon, the rock face loomed over them, the rough stone almost the same color as the sand and shimmering under the relentless sun. Tori wondered what type of minerals were in the rocks, and what their captured mineral expert would make of it.

      Caro pulled herself up onto a low ledge and began unhooking her homemade sand shoes. "I never thought I'd be so happy to walk on rock."

      Tori slipped the flat panels off her feet, pausing as she leaned down to pick them up. Dark spots trailed from the edge of the rock into a gap in front of them. Tori wet her finger with her tongue then dabbed it to one of the nearly black splotches. She put her finger to her tongue, knowing instantly from the metallic taste that it was blood. She spit it out.

      Caro's eyes grew wide. "What is it?"

      "I think we found Danica's trail."
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      K’alvek felt Danica roll on her side away from him and curled his body around hers, wrapping one arm over her waist so that his hand cupped her breast. The first soft rays of the suns were warming the sky and entering the tent, casting a pink glow around them. He nestled his head into her thick mane of hair and breathed in her sweet scent. He'd never felt as content as he did with her beside him.

      He pulled her closer. Their connection was so strong now he could almost see her dreams in his own head. Closing his eyes, he let himself sink into her mind as a series of erotic images danced through. He’d never realized how euphoric having a mind mate would be, the sensations flooding his body made him feel as if he was enveloped in warmth and light. His cock hardened when the images in her mind coalesced in his, and he realized she was dreaming about touching him.

      He began gently caressing her nipple with the tip of his finger and the flesh pebbled underneath his touch. He kissed her neck as she moaned in her sleep, and wiggled her round ass against him.

      He tried not to enter her head again, but the images flashing through her mind made it nearly impossible. K’alvek tightened his arms around her and slipped one hand down between her legs, parting her folds with his fingers. He remembered the delicious slick taste of her and his cock throbbed.

      Dipping his fingers into the wetness of her opening, he found the nub that seemed to drive her so wild and began swirling his finger over it. Her breath became faster, and she whimpered as he slid one finger inside her and shifted his hand so his thumb could continue circling her throbbing nub.

      He liked this little bundle of nerves. Dothvek females did not have one, but it hadn’t taken him long to realize that touching it made her groan and writhe. Everything about how she reacted to him—the small gasps, the wetness between her legs, the breathy moans—made him want to bury his cock inside her and never leave.

      K’alvek circled his finger faster as she began rocking her hips back against him, and he drove his thick finger deeper inside her. She clenched around his finger as she quivered in his arms, giving a small cry as her body went rigid then limp.

      Danica turned around to face him and blinked a few times. “That’s a nice wake-up call.”

      He did not know what wake-up call meant, but he knew she liked it. Kissing her gently on her eyelids, he moved down to her cheeks and finally her lips. They were so soft, he thought he could kiss them forever. He took her lower lip and sucked on it as she hooked one leg over his. “Another wake-up call?” he asked.

      She laughed and pushed him down on his back, climbing on top. “It's your turn now, big guy.”

      K’alvek didn't know what she meant about turns, but he loved watching her straddling him, her breasts flushed with arousal. He raised his hands to pleasure them, but she wagged a finger. “Now, I get to play.”

      He was confused for a moment, until she began kissing her way down his stomach, scooting herself lower until she knelt between his parted legs. She took his swollen cock in both hands then kissed the tip of it, letting her mouth widen to take the entire crown.

      He closed his eyes and groaned, feeling her pleasure mingling with his. Incredible, he thought as she licked his cock. It turned her on to taste him.

      She took more of him into her warm, wet mouth as both hands held the base of his shaft. K’alvek grasped handfuls of the blankets underneath him to keep from bellowing. The female’s mouth was almost as pleasurable as her tight heat.

      Did she know she was claiming him? He looked down to where her lips were stretched around the crown of his cock and almost exploded at the sight of her pretty, pink mouth sucking him. Her hot touch branded him as hers, and the thought sent need storming through him. He fought the urge to flip her onto her back and take her hard and fast.

      She couldn't take all of him in her mouth, but her hands massaged his shaft while she sucked until he felt he might tear the material under his hands. She stopped and climbed up, bending over so that her hair cascaded around his face and her mouth nearly touched his ear.

      “Are you ready for me to fuck you?”

      He didn’t need to understand her language to know what she meant. Her words were urgent and teasing, and they enflamed him. He grasped her hips hard, but she nipped at his bottom lip.

      “This time, I’m in charge.”

      She wiggled her way down again and fisted the base of his cock with one hand. Her gaze locked with his as she lowered herself onto it, her pupils widening as she sank down all the way. “I never thought ridges could feel so good.”

      He didn’t move, even though he desperately wanted to. With her legs straddling him, she raised herself up again then drove herself down on his shaft. K’alvek watched her ride his cock, her breasts bouncing with each deep thrust. Reaching up, he cupped her breasts, pinching both nipples lightly and rolling them between his fingers. This made her moan and move faster, arching her hips so her nub dragged across his ridges.

      Reaching down, he grasped her hips, lifting her up and down even faster. She raised her hands over her head and dragged them through her hair, crying out each time she took his cock to the hilt. He loved how freely she was giving herself to him, the wild abandon of her mating.

      K’alvek paused, holding her up with his crown teasing her opening. “You want more?”

      “Yes.” Her word was a breathy whisper. “Don’t stop.”

      He moved her down a fraction. “More?”

      She swiveled her hips, desperate for him to fill her again. “All of it.”

      “All of what?”

      She let out a small keening noise, then her gaze drilled into his. “Your cock. I need it.” She dropped her voice. “Hard.”

      He brought her down sharply and was rewarded with a hoarse scream.

      Danica fell forward, bracing her arms on either side of his head, and crushing her mouth to his as he continued to hammer her up and down on his shaft. Their tongues fought as she kissed him with a primal fury that catapulted him over the edge. As he surged into her and her body tightened and convulsed around him, he felt the ripples of her release as strongly as his own. As if she was an extension of his body. As if she’d always been his.
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      “Are you sure about this?” Danica asked, eyeing the outfit she wore with skepticism.

      She no longer wore her dirty clothes from the ship, although she preferred her cargo pants to the leather ones K’alvek had scrounged up. They were only a little big on her, and she couldn't help feeling that they once belonged to a Dothvek child. He'd just torn the bottom off the linen tunic she lifted from one of the dead aliens, but had crossed a pair of straps over her chest so her breasts weren't visible through the fabric. She shifted one of the straps so it wasn't crushing her nipple, and K’alvek shifted it back.

      Danica narrowed her eyes at him and moved the strap. A frown furrowed his brow, but he caught her expression and sighed. “Stubborn.”

      "Look who's talking," she replied, ignoring the confused look on his face as he glanced around the tent. "Never mind, it's an expression."

      She hoped he didn't think sex would make her easier to boss around. She still had no intention of taking orders from him, even if she had been fine with him taking charge the night before. What had gotten into her? In the light of day it was hard to remember why her usual barriers had crumbled and she'd practically thrown herself at him. It hadn't helped that he had the best body she'd ever seen, alien or not.

      She felt her pulse quicken, and K’alvek made a low rumbling in the back of his throat. Great, he'd probably sensed what she was thinking. Danica focused on adjusting her clothes and tried to pretend she hadn't heard.

      She hated the morning after a fling, and this was definitely a fling, even if it was the best fling she'd ever had. Best sex she'd ever had, come to think of it. A flush crept up her neck as she thought back to how shamelessly she'd ridden him that morning. She hadn't even cared that half the village had most likely heard their cries, since there were only fabric walls to muffle the sound. As if to prove her point, she heard others moving outside the tent and the braying of an animal.

      "We really shouldn't keep them waiting," Danica said, glad to have an excuse to put some distance between them. She could not risk getting emotionally attached to someone she would be leaving soon, and she knew it wasn't fair to let him get even more attached to her.

      He gave her one final look up and down, tilting his head and gnawing the edge of his lip.

      "That's okay. I'm tougher than I look." Compared to K’alvek and his people, she knew she didn't look tough, at all. She probably looked like she was playing dress-up. Maybe he would be impressed if he knew the number of scary criminals she'd brought to justice, but she didn't know how to explain the concept of bounty hunting to him.

      “You do not look tough, but you look beautiful, mate,” he said.

      That word again. She tried not to let it panic her, as she smiled at him. “Thanks.”

      He held open the tent flap for her, and she stepped out into the bright light. She didn't meet the eyes of the other aliens as she walked past them. Unless they were really heavy sleepers, everyone heard them last night. And that morning.

      K’alvek didn't seem bothered by it, so Danica decided to play it just as cool. She noticed a few female Dothveks moving through the village, and noted that they were nearly as tall as their male counterparts. They were not as bulky, but their bare arms were corded with muscle, they were dressed much like the men, and they wore glittering ornaments woven into their dark hair. So not all were like the female she’d seem in flowing robes. She wondered if K’alvek was as bossy with these women as he was with her. Looking at the blades fastened to their waists and the fierce looks on their faces, she doubted it.

      The Dothveks loaded up giant animals that appeared to be a cross between a camel and a horse. The light-brown creatures didn't have humps, but their feet were wide and flat, and they had a furry waddle that hung down under their horse-like heads.

      “I have to ride one of those?”

      K’alvek led her to a fire where meat rotated on a spit. Her stomach rumbled as she breathed in the smell of roasted something-or-other. He tore off a piece and handed it to her. “We will ride together.”

      Danica felt relieved as she bit into the warm meat. She was used to traveling in spaceships, not riding around on the backs of animals. The thought of falling off a creature that high off the ground did not appeal.

      “Good?” K’alvek asked, gesturing to the food and handing her cup.

      "Tastes like chicken."

      He pressed his brows together. Danica guessed they didn't have chicken on his planet.

      “Good,” she told him, watching him devour his meat. She took a long drink of water. After last night, she was very dehydrated.

      K’alvek drank after her, wiping his arm across the back of his mouth. He turned and strode over to where the other Dothveks were preparing for the journey, motioning with his head for her to follow him. He patted the side of one of the camel-horse creatures standing in a line, and adjusted the packs tied around its middle.

      “What are these called?” She rubbed the creature’s neck. The fur was thick, and she wondered if that protected it from the elements, or just made it incredibly hot.

      “Jebels.”

      Danica repeated it in her head and he corrected her pronunciation. The J was soft and almost sounded like a Z, with the emphasis on the first syllable. ZJA-bel. She said the word a few more times.

      The other Dothveks were already astride their animals or were in the process of mounting them.

      "We're leaving now?" Danica asked.

      K’alvek nodded and picked her up by the waist, swinging her onto the high back of the furry creature. She flinched as she landed on the saddle.

      “Hurt?”

      She felt her face redden as she told him she was fine. “Just sore.” It took him a second to realize what she meant, and then the corners of his mouth twitched up. She felt like either rolling her eyes or punching him in the arm.

      He swung up into the saddle behind her, pulling her to him so that her ass cheeks were pressed up tight against his cock. She felt its hardness as he leaned down and nuzzled her neck. “We will go slow.”

      Well, this isn't going to be distracting at all, she thought.

      “Not too slow,” Danica told him, thinking about Tori and the rest of her crew alone in the middle of the desert in a damaged ship.

      A Dothvek rode up beside them and grunted in greeting, then he and K’alvek exchanged nods and he rode off. Even on the back of the jebel, she could see he wasn't as tall as K’alvek, but his eyes had been a deep blue.

      “A friend of yours?” she asked.

      Another nod. “Kush.”

      As they joined the group, Danica noticed that none of the Dothveks looked old, but one with flecks of gray in his hair led the procession. He raised a fist over his head and nudged his jebel forward with a gentle nudge in the side. The other jebels began moving across the dunes behind him, their wide hooves kicking up soft sand.

      Danica sensed both hope and fear coming from K’alvek, even though he was silent as their jebel started ambling behind the rest. She turned back to look at the camp as they moved off, K’alvek's arm holding her tight against his chest. The oasis grew smaller, and when she glanced back a few minutes later it had almost disappeared entirely.
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      Bexli stopped and stretched her legs after she and Pog clambered up the rock ledge. They’d both transformed, from the sand lizards that had moved easily across the sands, back into their original forms.

      She reached down and ruffled her pet’s green fur. “At least we’re out of the sun.”

      He made a yipping noise that indicated he agreed with her, as he scampered across the flat rock path that curved up into the mountains.

      Bexli bent over from the waist to stretch and let her arms hang—grateful to have arms again and not webbed feet—and her eyes caught a splotch of something dark on the ground. She bent down on her haunches and inhaled deeply, her finely tuned sense of smell picking up a coppery tang. Blood. Human blood. Thankfully, not much of it.

      She straightened and sighed. Danica had been here. Her gut clenched as she thought about her captain. Bexli and Pog may have been the last additions to the crew, but she considered all the women family now—especially the captain who’d given her a job when no one else would.

      Remembering back to the first time she’d laid eyes on their ship and the yellow-haired female leading it, Bexli grinned. Danica hadn’t flinched when Bexli had told her what she was, even though she must have recognized the signs that she’d come from a pleasure planet. Not many captains would have taken on a former pleasurer as part of their crew, but Danica had been different. Ever since then, Bexli had worked hard to earn her spot on the bounty-hunter team, and even Tori admitted that her special abilities had been the reason they’d snagged more than one high-priced bounty.

      Bexli didn’t spend too much time dwelling on her shapeshifting or on the sad fact that most of her kind were captured for their skills. She felt it was a testament to the sad state of the galaxy that shapeshifting was valued for its sexual uses, and not much more. Most of her species lived in slavery on pleasure planets, and as far as she knew, she was the only female Lycithian who worked as a cat burglar and spy. Although she’d thought Danica had been a little crazy when she’d first asked her.

      “Have you ever considered another line of work?” Danica had leaned one arm against the hull of her ship as Bexli shifted from one foot to the other, her filmy clothes fluttering in the wind and revealing more leg than she’d like to in a shipyard.

      “I’ve never done anything else.” Bexli had thought that maybe approaching the woman had been a bad idea, especially when she’d found out the crew was all women. No men to service on this ship, although she could pleasure females, as well.

      “That’s not what I asked.” Danica seemed to study her. “It seems to me that a shapeshifter would be pretty good at sneaking in and out of places. I’m assuming that’s how you escaped from the pleasure house.”

      Bexli’s face burned. Was the woman going to turn her in?

      As if reading her mind, Danica shook her head. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to tell.”

      Bexli met her eyes. “They left the ankle monitor too loose.” She lifted her hair to reveal a fresh wound on the back of her neck. “And I dug out the tracker.”

      Danica’s eyes widened slightly. “I think you’re exactly the type of crewmate we need.” She hesitated. “As long as you’re fine with giving up your past life for good.”

      Bexli would never forget the happiness she’d felt as Danica had welcomed her to the crew and waved her onboard. And hope. From that day forward, she’d never looked back, and had never regretted joining the team. Even now.

      “Don’t worry, Captain,” Bexli whispered to herself as she squared her shoulders and stared up at the winding mountain pass. “I’ll find you.”

      Glancing over her shoulder, she assessed the suns in the sky. Not much light left. She and Pog would have to find shelter soon. “I think Grendelian bears would work well.”

      The small puff of green morphed into a beige, fluffy creature with a long snout, which he immediately lowered to the ground. After a moment of sniffing, he snapped his head up.

      “You picked up her scent, didn’t you?” Bexli favored shifting into Grendelian bears when they needed to track something, since the animals had such an acute ability to pick up scents. She only hoped they wouldn’t run into any natives. She doubted the hairy creatures resembled any creature that actually dwelled on the sand planet. “At least we’ll smell other life forms before they see us.”

      Pog yipped, but the sound was more of husky growl.

      Bexli shifted, falling down onto all fours and inspecting her now-furry arms and sharp-clawed paws. As the two began ambling down the path and following the distinct scent of the captain, she hoped her friend was all right.
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      They crossed the desert, keeping the craggy mountain range to the right, until the suns were high. The pace wasn't fast, and Danica wondered if the jebels were capable of running in the sand. Even with their wide, flat feet, they sank a few inches into the powdery gold with each step.

      K’alvek passed her a leather skin filled with water every so often, and she drank eagerly, tilting her head back and pouring the cool stream down her throat. How did water on a sand planet taste crisper than any water she'd tasted before? Even her on-board purifiers didn't produce water so clean and refreshing.

      He didn't drink as often. Danica wondered if  Dothveks needed less water than humans. It would make sense if you lived on a planet filled with sand, although she also suspected K’alvek saved the water for her.

      She peeked up at him. He looked down and met her eyes, scooting her closer to him. The top of her head didn't reach his chin, but the bulk of his body shielded her from the intense rays of the suns. Even though he could read probably read her mind, his gaze felt even more penetrating and intimate. She faced forward again and focused on his large hands resting on the horn of the saddle. His skin glinted gold in the sun, a deep, warm gold, and she couldn't resist touching it.

      Tracing her finger down his hand, she stroked where the cords wrapped his wrist to the tip of his long, middle finger. Even though his skin was hard, it wasn't rough, and it sent a warm, tingly sensation up into her hand. He made a noise in his throat. It was clear he liked when she touched him, and she feel him shift in the saddle.

      “That turns you on?” she asked. “Seriously?”

      She slid her ass closer to him and let out a sharp breath as she felt his hardness pressed against her. Now it was her turn to shift uncomfortably. Well played, she thought.

      He gave a small laugh before he turned his thoughts to the line of jebels in front of them. They rode single file behind his friend Kush, who twisted around every hour or so to look at them. Danica had a feeling that he and K’alvek were communicating, but she couldn't pick up specific thoughts.

      “So can everyone on this planet read minds?” she asked K’alvek.

      “Only the Dothveks. And we do not read minds. We sense emotions.”

      She thought for a second. “And your enemies can’t do that?”

      She felt his confusion over that word. Maybe they didn't have enemies on this planet, although after watching him with the Cresteks, Danica sure wouldn't have called them friends.

      “We used to be one people,” he said, “but we broke away from each other.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Over a thousand solar rotations ago.”

      She guessed that a solar rotation was the same as an astro-year, but she wasn't sure if it was the same length. Especially since they had two suns. Still, that sounded like a pretty long time.

      “So the Dothveks and Cresteks don't have anything to do with each other anymore?”

      Another burst of anger. “We avoid contact.”

      She was curious about the Cresteks. They had some fancy gadgets, but the ability to read people’s feelings seemed much cooler than being able to work a scanner or shoot a blaster. Just about everyone in the galaxy had blasters. She'd never encountered a species that was empathic.

      Danica noticed the procession had slowed to a stop, and she leaned to the side to see why.

      “Scavengers,” K’alvek said, and she felt the distrust in him.

      Straining her eyes, she saw a group of a dozen or so squat, potbellied creatures holding spears larger than themselves and riding what look like long, gray centipedes that moved across the sand like snakes. She couldn't help but shudder.

      The scavengers themselves had skin as white as an albino, tiny eyes glowing blue in their wrinkled faces, and short, pointed horns that protruded from their foreheads. They appeared to wear layer upon layer of clothing, and Danica wondered if they wore everything they found.

      The lead scavenger waved his hands and gestured behind him. He seemed angry to see their group and scowled down the line, jerking his centipede's lead and making it slither back and forth.

      “Is there a problem?” Danica asked.

      “With scavengers, there is always a problem.”

      She saw the lead Dothvek toss something down to the scavenger who spoke for his group. He opened it and passed it back so every other scavenger could inspect it before sending it back up.

      She looked up at K’alvek. “What is it?”

      He shrugged. “Could be anything. They rarely care as long as you give them something.”

      It reminded her of an old bounty-hunter trick her father had used when boarded by inspectors or hostile competitors. Leave something easy to find for them to take while hiding your real valuables somewhere else.

      The scavenger said something, but he was too far away for her to hear. Danica felt K’alvek's interest. As the scavengers moved off over a sand dune, the energy in the group changed. Before she could ask K’alvek what was going on, he urged his jebel into a trot.

      “The scavengers claim they saw a pair of females on the sands earlier,” he told her as their jebel shifted into a gallop. “However, they often lie, so we cannot know for certain.”

      She held tight to his arms to keep from flying off as she was jostled back and forth. If she weren’t so worried about Tori and the rest of the crew, she would have begged him to slow down.

      They didn't slow until her teeth had nearly rattled out of her head, and they'd reached the edge of the mountain range. The lead Dothvek turned and rode back until he was beside them. Danica noticed that nothing lay ahead of them but undulating, glittering sand.

      “This is where I found you,” K’alvek said. “Do you know where your ship crashed?”

      She scanned the horizon. Nothing but sand. She looked up at the two suns, one glowing more orange than the other, which was paler yellow. They were lower in the sky when she'd left the ship, but that was all she knew.

      She waved her fingers vaguely in the direction away from the mountain range. "It was over there somewhere. Maybe seven or eight dunes away."

      The head Dothvek looked at K’alvek for explanation. She knew her information wasn't much help.

      “Maybe you can reach out with your minds and sense them,” she suggested. Her own new-found empathic power seemed limited to K’alvek, but she was sure his people could sense a few women.  There couldn't be many other brain waves bounding around out there in the desert, right?

      “We will try,” K’alvek said.

      The other Dothvek nodded and rode back up to the front of the line and the procession began moving again, but this time, they fanned out into a horizontal line as the caravan trekked out into the open expanse of sand. She knew enough about tactical maneuvers to know it was to cover more ground and get a better view of the desert.

      Danica felt a flutter of excitement. They had to be close to her friends.
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      K’alvek sensed Danica's eagerness as they extended their search out into the sands, and fought back a twinge of panic. Of course she was anxious to see her friends and crew. He tried to ignore what he knew to be true—she wanted to leave his planet.

      But that was what he wanted, wasn't it? To be free of the distraction of her so he could focus on avenging his father? Hadn't that been what he'd been telling himself, that she was nothing but trouble? He refused to admit that mating with her had changed anything, even if he had felt a bond with her he'd never felt with anyone before, including his own family. His mind flashed back to the feeling of being inside her, and he let his eyes close as he savored the memory.

      He leaned down and brushed his lips over the top of her head. Her hair was soft under his lips. All of her was soft. Too soft for his world. The last thing he needed was a tiny alien to protect, even if she was his mind mate.

      He glanced down at her leather pants and the straps crossing her breasts. She already looked more like a Dothvek than she had in her other clothes. And he knew from sharing her thoughts that she had the heart of a warrior. A captain, was the word she'd used. He did not know what that meant, but he knew she was important in her world. Perhaps she could adapt and use her skills to help him seek revenge.

      He pulled his thoughts away from her as Kush reached out. He felt nothing. None of them did.

      K’alvek masked his worry from Danica, although he doubted she was aware of the flurry of thoughts among his people. If so many Dothveks could not sense these females on the sands it meant either they were all dead or no longer there. Either way, Danica would be devastated, but he did not want her to know yet. They could be mistaken, though the chances were small.

      The jebels continued their rhythmic march up and down the dunes. He held Danica tightly as the creatures ran down the steepest slopes, their bodies lurching back and forth for balance and the wide pads of their feet kicking up soft clouds of sand. He heard her sharp intake of breath and felt her muscles tense against him.

      The suns were beginning to sink lower in the sky, and K’alvek worried they would not find the ship before dark. After they traveled a few clicks, he spotted a glint of metal. The excitement of the group was palpable as first one then another and another saw it in the distance. Even Danica sensed the surge of excitement, and her mixture of relief and happiness filled his head.

      She was happy to see her friends, he reminded himself as they urged the jebels to move faster over the sands. By the time the group reached the ship, its metal hull almost blinding in the sun, the beasts were trotting and sending a fine, grainy mist of sand behind them that pelted his legs.

      The rest of the Dothveks dismounted before K’alvek and were running toward the ship as he pulled his animal to a stop. Like the others, he felt no thoughts coming from inside the massive gray beast sunk halfway into the sand.

      He slid off his jebel and reached up to lower Danica to the ground.

      Her face shone with excitement, and she took his hand, pulling him forward. “Come on.”

      His stomach clenched with dread as he followed her. He feared what they would find inside, because he knew there was no one alive.
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      As Danica let K’alvek hoist her up to the bridge entrance several meters off the ground, she steadied her breath. She wasn't sure how she was going to explain the fact that she'd hooked up with a giant alien, or that she seemed to have become an empath. She was too relieved to be back to worry about that. She'd been so scared that the ship wouldn't be there, that they would have been rescued already, that she'd almost burst into tears when she'd seen the flash of metal in the sand. Not that she thought her crew would abandon her, but they also didn't know she was alive.

      Danica balanced herself in the doorway, letting her eyes adjust to the low light inside the ship as K’alvek jumped up beside her. The air smelled stale, but cool, and held a hint of char, no doubt from the fire they'd escaped. They were the last ones inside, and she fully expected to see a bridge of her shocked crew surrounded by huge bare-chested aliens. She scanned the room where she and Tori had left Holly, Caro, and Max. The ambient lighting still flickered, and the consoles blinked red and emitted a low hum that told her they were working, but there was no sign of her crew.

      She took a few steps inside, looking around the hulking silhouettes of the Dothveks who stood around crowding the space, their heads nearly brushing the ceiling.

      "Tori?" she called in case her friends were hiding, although she couldn't imagine where. "Caro? Holly? It's me, Danica."

      Silence, save for the shuffling of the restless Dothveks.

      “They were all in here,” she told K’alvek, as she swept an arm wide.

      He approached one of the standing consoles and touched a finger to it. A series of beeps issued from the machine, and he jumped back.

      Danica put a hand over his and shook her head. Now that she focused on his thoughts, she could sense his worry. She could also sense the frustration of the rest of the Dothveks.

      She crossed the entire length of the bridge and let her eyes scour every inch, even though it was clear there was no one on board. She balled one hand into a fist and slammed it against a metal support beam, feeling grateful for the sharp pain that shot up her arm.

      Where were they? Had they ventured out into the desert to look for her when she didn't return? She'd been gone for two days. Had Tori ever found her way back? She imagined Holly, Caro, Bexli, and Max waiting inside the fragment of their ship. If neither she nor Tori had returned, would they have left to search for them? Part of her hoped they would have been practical enough to stay put, but she suspected someone would have gone out to rescue them. But all of them? And Pog? As annoying as she sometimes found Bexli’s pet, she felt a pang of worry for him. Thinking of all her friends wandering across the desert, made her feel sick.

      If they did go searching, Danica had no way of knowing in what direction they'd gone. She pushed down a wave of nausea at the thought of her crew wandering in the scorching desert, telling herself that they wouldn't have all gone off. It didn't make sense. Someone would have stayed behind, wouldn't they?

      Her eyes went to the storage cabinet. Still locked. She crossed to it and ran her fingers over the top ledge until she found the spare key. She looked over her shoulder and saw one of K’alvek's eyebrows rise.

      "Not the best hiding place, I know," she said as she put the key in the lock and jerked open the metal door. She let out a whoosh of breath when she saw two blasters still hanging on hooks. Why wouldn't they have taken all the weapons if they'd left the ship? She knew if Tori had been in charge, they wouldn't have taken a step off the bridge without being armed to the teeth. She felt her skin go cold. That must have meant Tori never made it back.

      Danica fought the urge to slam the door. Her eyes caught on the box of temporary universal translator devices, and she pulled it out. “At least we can put these to good use.”

      K’alvek came up behind her, his eyebrows raising when she turned and opened the box of devices. “For everyone?”

      “Why not?” Danica said. “It might be nice to be able to communicate with your friends, and it will help when we find mine.”

      K’alvek took the box, gave some orders in his language, pointed to the device behind his own ear, and passed the box around the group of hesitant Dothveks.

      As the warriors pressed the translators behind their ears, he put a hand gently on the small of her back, sending her frustration. She slumped against him. This was not the homecoming she'd imagined.

      “We have to find them,” she told him, looking up into his eyes.

      He met her look of determination with one of his own. “We will.”

      "They're smart. Maybe Holly or Caro left a message in case I came back here." She moved back to one of the consoles and squinted down at the readouts.

      From what she could tell, Holly had been working on the comms systems. Trying to find a way to send out a distress call. It didn't look like she'd been successful, though, as the communication system still showed major malfunctions.

      Danica heard a growl from over her shoulder and turned to see Kush. He held out a scrap of fabric to K’alvek. What did that have to do with finding her people?

      K’alvek took it, rubbing the material between his fingers before holding it up to the white tunic she wore underneath the crisscrossed straps. It was an exact match.

      They both stared down at the fabric as Danica remembered the alien she'd taken it from, her mind flashing back to him dragging her across the floor of the cave. She sensed the rage building in K’alvek and knew what he would say before the words left his mouth.

      “The Cresteks were here.”
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      Holly stumbled, and Max grabbed her before she fell into the sand. The cloaked aliens in front did not pause, but the ones behind stopped as the women steadied themselves.

      "Are you okay?" Max asked, making sure not to touch Holly's injured arm as she regained her balance.

      Holly nodded, but her face was flushed red and pinched from exertion. "I'm pissed, but fine."

      Max couldn't help grinning at the answer. In her short time working with the engineer, she'd come to realize that the redhead's feminine appearance was a decoy. Holly may have favored flower prints and long flowing hair, but she was as tough as any woman on the bounty hunting crew. And cursed as bad as any man she’d ever met.

      "What do you think they want with us?" Max whispered, as they fell in step with the aliens again. "Are they competing bounty hunters?"

      Holly gave a derisive snort as her eyes flicked to the tall creatures. "These guys aren't bounty hunters. I don't know what exactly they are, but they aren't after either of us for the money."

      Neither woman wanted to think about what the aliens might be after as they moved up and down the sand dunes, but both were aggravated that they'd been taken before they could get the comms systems up and running and send out a distress signal.

      Max pressed her lips together as she remembered how close they'd been when the door had slid open, and the four towering creatures had rushed onto the bridge with blasters drawn. There had been little conversation, but the aliens had made it clear she and Holly had no choice but to come with them.

      Max could have kicked herself for not having a weapon nearby as she and Holly had worked on the ship. She might not have been able to kill them all, but it would have felt good to put up a fight. As it was, she and Holly had been dragged away from the console before they could leave a message to the others. Holly had struggled with one of the aliens and managed to rip his clothing, which had earned her a shove out the door and onto the sands below. Max had jumped after her, hoping they might be able to outrun their captors, but she hadn't counted on how soft the sand was. It was hard enough to take a step in it, much less run.

      Wide, flat discs had been strapped to her and Holly’s feet and blasters jabbed into their backs as they were directed to proceed across the desert. The only saving grace had been the fact that the suns were low on the horizon and not beating down on them. Max wouldn't have minded some water, though. As she swallowed her own spit, she wondered if these aliens were like camels and didn't need to drink for days.

      One of the aliens in front turned and spoke to the ones in the back, gesturing ahead of him. Thanks to her universal translator implant, she could understand some of his language, although it sounded choppy to her ears, and not all the words made sense. Something about shelter.

      Max followed his hand and saw that they had almost reached the rocky range. Jutting out from the sand, the rocks glinted in the fading light, and she wondered what kind of minerals or crystals made the stone shimmer like it did. What she wouldn't give to be able to take some samples and study them. She turned her head and saw that the mountains stretched quite a distance across the desert. Was this the beginning of the desert, or did the peaks merely break up a larger expanse of sand that extended on the other side?

      "You don't think we have to climb those fuckers, do you?" Holly asked, her breath shallow as she spoke.

      Before Max could answer, the woman swayed where she stood, and Max caught her under the arm before she hit the sand. One of the aliens took her by the other arm and swung her up so that he carried her like a baby, her head flopping back and her eyes closed.

      "She needs water," Max said to him, as he continued walking.

      He didn't slow, so she jerked on the sleeve of his tan-colored robe. "Water. She's dehydrated." When he looked down at her, she made drinking motions with her hands and tilted her head back as if she was chugging from an imaginary bottle. Clearly, he didn’t have a universal translator implant. From the looks of things, the aliens on the planet didn’t often have dealings with other species.

      Even though the alien wore a hood that shielded his face, Max could see dark eyes watching her. He stopped and said something to the others about water, then one of the aliens in front handed back a metal cylinder that the alien carrying Holly tipped over her mouth.

      Max could see a stream of liquid dribbling into Holly's dry, parted lips, and her own mouth watered. The alien watched until she swallowed, then his eyes darted to the aliens in front then at Max, and he jabbed the container at her. She took it quickly before he could change his mind or the others could see, and drank greedily. At that point, she didn't care what it was, as long as it was liquid. Surprisingly, it was water, and even though it wasn't cold, it was the best water she'd ever tasted in her life.

      The alien took it back from her when she stopped and handed it to the ones in front. Max had the feeling she should thank him, because she suspected he wasn't supposed to share with her, as well, but she remained quiet. Not only would he not understand her, she couldn't get past the fact that he was abducting them.

      She stole a glance at Holly and felt comforted when she saw that the woman's cheeks were no longer blazing red, and her breathing seemed to have evened out. The alien saw her watching and shifted Holly in his arms, meeting Max's eyes for a moment and nodding.

      When they reached the mountains, Max was hoisted up as they climbed to reach a path. She leaned against the rough rocks and dragged her fingers over the surface, which seemed to sparkle from within. If only she had her tools, she thought. Considering what a barren wasteland the planet appeared to be from space, she doubted anyone had studied this particular rock. She could have kicked herself for missing the opportunity.

      The group walked single-file along the path as it snaked higher through the rocks, Max walking behind the alien who carried Holly. Eventually, she stopped looking down, because the drop became so steep it made her stomach do flips. When they reached a part of the path that cut into the mountain with a curved overhang, the aliens stopped and began talking again—this time about resting. After a brief exchange, Holly was set down and they motioned for Max to join her.

      "Are we sleeping here?" Max asked, even though she knew they wouldn't answer her.

      The suns had set a while ago, and the sky had been shifting from pink to blue and was now nearly black. As she leaned back against the rough wall, Max felt the exhaustion of the day overtake her. She let her eyes close for a moment, until she felt Holly moving.

      "Are you okay?" Max whispered.

      Holly opened her eyes a sliver. "Couldn't be better. I wanted to make them think I was weak so they wouldn't be expecting us to escape. We both need to pretend to be exhausted and asleep until the aliens nod off. Then we'll make a run for it." Her eyes narrowed into slits. "I may kill the asshole who pushed me out of the ship, though."

      Max stifled the urge to laugh. Clearly, you underestimated the redhead at your own peril.
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      The Cresteks had taken the females. K’alvek felt the frustration of all the Dothveks like a vibration through his body as they realized it as well. He threw the scrap of fabric down on the floor.

      Kush put a hand on his arm. “Let me go ahead as a scout. I will be faster alone.”

      K’alvek studied him, knowing what he said was true. He was a good rider, and would be faster by himself. He was also the best tracker. If he could track the Cresteks, he could tell the group where to ride.

      “Go,” K’alvek told him, putting a hand on his shoulder. “And ride fast.”

      Kush turned and strode out of the room.

      “Where is he going?” Danica asked. “Aren't we all going?”

      K’alvek jerked his head up quickly to tell her no. “The sun is too low. It is dangerous. He will go ahead and find them.”

      “Dangerous?” She cocked her head.

      He didn't want to tell her about the pools of sand that could not be seen in the dark but would suck a person down within seconds. Nor did he want her to know about the creatures that crawled out of the sand when the suns sank and the moons came up. No need for her to worry about her crew more than she did already.

      “The cold,” he said, hoping she would not detect the lie.

      She seemed to believe him. She had felt the bitter cold of the desert at night, and he doubted she wanted to be out in it for long.

      “We will follow in the morning,” K’alvek told her and the rest of the group. He tried not to listen to the mixture of anger and concern swirling from the other minds. He knew as well as any the danger of the Cresteks and what it might mean for them to have taken Danica's crew.

      The Cresteks hoarded commodities, and they would view her crew as a commodity—valuable, but only as mates. The female aliens would be forced to take Crestek mates, whether they wished to or not. The thought made a dark growl build in his chest.

      Danica glanced up at him. "What's wrong?"

      “Nothing,” he lied. “Kush will find your friends.”

      Her shoulders sagged, but she nodded in agreement, then glanced at the Dothveks standing around and motioned to the floor. "Do we all sleep in here?"

      K’alvek scanned the bare interior. It was all cold metal and hard surfaces and sharp edges. A far cry from the soft sands his people were used to. He gave a brief shake of his head before he told the other Dothveks to make camp outside the ship. “They will sleep on the sands.”

      Danica watched the hulking aliens leave the bridge, dropping out of the door and down onto the sand dunes. She hadn't been crazy about the idea of a dozen huge Dothveks sleeping on the bridge, but she didn't want them to freeze to death, either. "Are they going to be okay out there in the cold?"

      K’alvek tapped the tough skin on his arm. “We are used to it.”

      Danica brushed a finger over his bare arm, the burnished-gold skin dark in the dim light, the familiar warmth coursing up her fingers. “Are you sleeping in here with me?”

      He hesitated. “Do you want me to?”

      Her cheeks flushed, and she smiled apologetically. “If you don't mind the hard floors.”

      K’alvek knew he would not notice the hard floors if he was with her. She had a way of making his senses tune to nothing but her. The thought of lying with her again made his pulse quicken, even though he remembered the warning from the high priestess. He dismissed it. It was too late anyway. He'd bonded with her, so he would be unable to bond with another female even if he wished to. Not that he could imagine wanting another creature the way he desired this strange, fragile one.

      He ran a finger down the side of her face. She looked up at him and held his hungry gaze. She might want to stay after all, he thought.
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      Danica took the armful of coarse blankets one of the Dothveks passed up from below the ship. She looked below and saw the makeshift camp they'd set up around the hull—short peaks from one-man tents, jebels sitting on the sand with their legs tucked up beneath them, Dothveks leaning against the furry backs as if the creatures were sofas, and burning torches forming a perimeter around it all. Even though a bitter cold had replaced the sun’s heat, the Dothveks slept bare-chested and seemed to be unaffected. She hugged the blankets tighter to her chest and shivered.

      She scanned the desert as far as she could see, but spotted nothing more than the hulking outlines of sloping dunes, and the light from the moons bouncing off the crests. There was no sound, save the snuffling of the jebels, and the occasional snore from one of the Dothveks. She pulled her head inside and closed the door, hearing the low hum of the computers accompanied by the occasional beep. The sounds were comforting, although the familiarity of her ship only made her think of her missing crew more.

      “Stop it,” Danica told herself. “You're doing everything you can to find them.”

      K’alvek came up behind her and took the blankets. He unfurled them onto the floor and began layering them like she'd seen in the tents. After a minute, a section of the steel floor of the bridge was covered with a patchwork of fabrics and animal skins. It looked almost cozy.

      He lowered himself onto the top blanket, which also seemed to be the softest, and lay back with his hands beneath his head. Danica's pulse raced. He looked even more enormous stretched out with his heavily muscled arms bent back and his ripped stomach muscles fully displayed. Even though she'd seen every bit of him the night before—and there were a lot of bits—she suddenly felt self-conscious. It was one thing to succumb to a one-time fling with an incredibly hot alien, but what was she really doing here?

      She felt a twinge of guilt as she slipped the leather straps from around her chest and dropped them to the floor. Was she using him to find her friends? No, she thought. Last night had not been about anything but pure lust and needing to burn off some seriously pent-up stress. And K’alvek wasn't only helping her because she was sleeping with him, was he?

      No. He'd offered to help her find her crew before she had any intentions of jumping him, hadn't he? Whatever was happening between them was purely physical. At least, it was for her, Danica thought. What else could it be, since she would be leaving the planet with her crew the second she found them and they could arrange a rescue? And he knew she didn't belong here. It was pretty obvious she wasn't suited to a planet with two suns and miles of sand.

      As she stared down at him, she could feel his arousal. One quick glance at his pants and she could see just how much. She glanced back at the closed door. They were all alone, and the metal hull was effective soundproofing. She didn't relish the idea of all his friends hearing a repeat performance of the night before. Not that they'd seemed fazed by it.

      He sat up, his stomach muscles rippling, and took her hand to pull her on top of him.

      Danica let herself sit in his lap with her legs wrapped around his waist. She reached around the expanse of his back and ran her hands down the spiny ridge of his spine. It felt strange to feel the bony ridges that extended out and covered his wide back, but also sent a jolt through her. He was hard all over, and she found it to be a huge turn-on. There wasn't an ounce on him that wasn't like granite, including the huge cock pressing against her leg.

      He burrowed his head in her neck, and she felt the vibrations of his throat. He wanted her as much as she wanted him.

      Danica didn't want to think about the past two days or what might happen tomorrow. All she wanted right then was to feel K’alvek's huge, ribbed cock inside her so she could forget every other thought and the fear muddling her mind.

      "Fuck me hard," she whispered in his ear and bit the pointed tip.

      He arched his head back and growled so Danica took the opportunity to bend down and run her hands and then her tongue down his chest. She felt his entire body tense like a spring.  When he raised his head and met her gaze, the look burning in his eyes was one of pure lust. Danica gave him a wicked smile and pressed her teeth into one of his nipples.

      In one motion, he grabbed her by the waist and flipped her onto her back, then sat back on his knees and pulled her across the rugs toward him, so her legs fell open and her shirt was dragged up over her breasts. When they sprang free from the fabric, he leaned over and took one in his mouth and then the other, licking and tugging the nipples with his teeth until Danica moaned beneath him.

      “I need you inside me,” she begged.

      He bent over her, panting. “You are sure you want me?”

      She clutched the back of his neck and wound her legs around his waist. “So sure.”

      He smiled and cocked one eyebrow, pulling back and dropping his head down between her thighs. “Not yet.”

      Danica writhed as he yanked off her leather pants, kissing the inside of her legs and then moving slowly up until he was parting her folds with his tongue. She knew she was wet. She could feel the slickness between her legs, but she could also hear him moaning with pleasure as he licked her. His tongue was as long as every other part of him, and soon she felt its warmth inside her. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she clawed at his back. He dragged his tongue out of her and found her clit, circling it with the tip as she begged him to enter her.

      “You want me?’ he asked, his voice an even deadlier rumble than usual.

      She could barely speak or think.

      “You need me?”

      Danica made whimpering noises she hoped he took to mean yes.

      “Tell me you are mine,” he said, then flicked his tongue rapidly over her swollen nub.

      “I'm yours,” she said as her body began to tremble. At that moment, she meant it.

      He sat up and lifted her legs by the ankles, spreading her legs as he thrust into her. She gasped as she felt every ridge of his cock. He dragged his stomach ridges across her wet folds while he was buried in her, and Danica felt her muscles clench around him.

      “Is this how you want it?” he asked.

      She was amazed he could still form coherent thoughts. She could barely think or speak as he stroked deep, making her body quiver. A huge cock would be enough to send her over the edge, but his thick ridges were almost too much. “Yes,” she managed to say.

      He lifted her hips off the floor and pumped even deeper. Danica took one of her breasts in each hand and flicked her fingers over her hard nipples as she came, bucking against him and screaming. He watched, his eyes going wide with pleasure, then threw his head back, exploding inside her with a roar.
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        * * *

      

      He dropped her ankles, and wrapped her shaking legs wrap around his waist. After a moment, he lowered himself to the rug and pulled her so that she lay on top of him with him still inside her. The feeling of being lodged deep in her tightness was so intoxicating he never wanted to be anywhere else.

      His body trembled from his release, his heart pounding so hard he was sure it was echoing throughout the ship. Her euphoria mingled with his, almost making him lightheaded. He never imagined having a mind mate would be like this, he thought. His skin tingled, and even the air felt like a caress as he shifted beneath her.

      Danica laid her head on his chest, splaying one hand on his stomach. She pulled his braid forward and dragged the end over his chest.

      He laughed as she swished the hair over his nipple.

      She grinned up at him. "Ticklish?"

      The word was unfamiliar to him, but he liked what she was doing. He liked everything she did to him.

      Danica started to unwind the ties that bound his long ponytail at several points. He was curious about her intentions, but didn't say anything. Once she untied it, she ran her fingers through his thick brown hair, causing a soft moan to escape his lips.

      "What's your story?" she asked, stroking a finger down his cheek until she reached his neck. “What were you doing in the middle of the desert when you found me?”

      His eyes closed for a moment, remembering that day. “I was on the sands to be alone.”

      “That's a tough way to get some alone time.”

      “My father was a great warrior, but he is gone.” He took a deep breath. “I feel him with me when I am on the sands.”

      “I get it. When I’m alone in my bunk at night, I sometimes feel my father's presence on the ship. At least, I like to think I do.” She drew in a breath. “My father also died and left me alone. I was by myself for a long time. Until I got my crew.”

      Her voice cracked, and he sensed a wave of loneliness. He lay his hands on the small of her back. “You’re not alone now.”

      She laughed a little. “Definitely not now.” She shifted in his arms. “But I can't stay with you. This isn't my planet.”

      Her words were like barbs shooting into his heart. “You could learn to be Dothvek.”

      He didn’t know if she could learn to survive the two suns and the sand storms, to ride jebels, and hide from the Cresteks. Even if she could, her life was in space, as the captain of a bounty hunting crew. He knew all this before even sensing her rush of regret.

      She shook her head. “I have to find my crew and get us rescued.”

      Sadness washed over him. As much as she enjoyed being bedded by him, it was not enough for her to give up her life. He was not enough. Pain gripped his chest, and he tried to breathe through it.

      He could feel how sorry she would be to leave him, but he knew it was not like what it would be for him. The idea of letting her go tore at him, making his head throb. What would it feel like when she was actually gone, flying farther and farther away from him?

      He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer. For now she was his, and he was going to make the most of it. He rolled her over until she was pinned underneath him, letting his arousal overpower his grief.

      Her pupils widened. “So much for me being able to ride a jebel ever again.”
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      Kush paused when he reached the edge of the sands and the rocky ledge, sliding off his jebel and patting its neck. He spotted the drops of blood on the ground, but could tell they were days old. The scratches on the rock face intrigued him, and he wondered if the female crew had made them. He felt sure they'd passed that way.

      Even though the sands shifted quickly and covered any footprints, he could still detect a faint trail from knowing which areas of sand had last moved. It was similar to the way they tracked creatures beneath the sand, and Kush was known as the best tracker in the clan. As he cast his eyes back over the sands he'd crossed and the almost imperceptible trail he had followed, he grunted.

      He took a quick swig from his water skin before turning his jebel back toward the sands and slapping it on the rump. He could not use it to get through the rocks. The ledges were too narrow. He watched it amble away, glad their animals were trained to find their way home across the sands.

      He took off down the rocky path. He could sense some creatures ahead of him but through the rock, he could not tell how many or what kind. He slipped a blade out of his belt and held it down as he ran. He'd seen the blaster burn on his cousin's chest, and did not want to come upon a group of Cresteks without being prepared.

      Kush would never refuse to help his older kinsman, but he worried that K’alvek's plan for revenge would become even more of an obsession when the female left. Even with the connection to her that K’alvek had, Kush knew she did not mean to stay on their planet. He had seen her face when she'd returned to her ship. That was where she belonged, not out on the sands like a Dothvek warrior. And how would a pale, tiny creature like her survive on their planet?

      Kush shook his head. His cousin was being a hardheaded fool if he thought she would stay. It would not be the first time K’alvek had barreled headlong into something, to later regret it. Only this time, Kush feared that the damage would not be so easily remedied.

      He was so caught up in his thoughts about his cousin that he did not hear the females until he'd almost run over them. He stopped short as he rounded the bend in the path and came upon the two females walking ahead of him. He felt a moment of elation that he'd found the missing crew before one of the brown-haired creatures spun around and kicked him in the groin.

      Luckily, the kick had landed a little low so it did not drop him to the ground. He staggered back to avoid another incoming kick and caught the female's leg before it made contact. He lifted it up, pulling her off her feet so that her head dangled upside down, her mass of dark, wavy hair brushing against the ground and the metal chains around her waist rattling.

      The other one screamed and flung herself on him, scratching at his arm. Kush was getting less and less pleased he'd found the females.

      "Dan-ee-kah," he said as loud as he could over the shrieks and screams.

      Both females stopped moving.

      "Did you say Danica?" the one with her hair tied up asked.

      He nodded and repeated the name as he lowered the other female slowly and stepped back with his hands up. The devices Danica had given them were intriguing. He could understand their words, although the sound of the language was still foreign.

      The one with the wild mane of curly hair eyed him and asked him something. From her tone, he knew she was skeptical.

      “I know you do not believe me, but your captain is safe.” He angled his head and motioned behind him to the sands. “She sent me to find you.”

      The female who wasn't looking at him like she wanted to rip his head off took a step back and cocked her head at him, wondering how the barbarian could understand them.

      He turned his head and tapped at the device tucked behind his ear. “I can understand you because Danica gave me this.” He grinned. “And it was my barbarian clan that saved her.”
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        * * *

      

      Caro eyed him. “How did you do that?”

      “Do what?” he asked, twisting back to face them.

      “You knew what I was thinking,” she said. “Almost exactly.”

      Tori held her glare as she wiped the dust off her clothes. “Maybe he’s reading our minds.”

      “Not your thoughts,” the gold-skinned alien said. “Your feelings.”

      Caro grinned. “So an empath. Cool.”

      Tori was clearly not as impressed, and focused on inspecting her blaster as she shot murderous glares at the alien.

      He put a large hand to the burnished gold skin of his chest. “Kush.”

      Caro tried not to stare at his sculpted chest muscles, bare except for black tattoos that covered each side, and a leather strap slung from the other shoulder to his waist. Her eyes lingered on his stomach, which she also reminded herself not to stare at. She'd never seen abs quite so defined, and were those raised ridges disappearing into his pants?

      "Is that your name? Mine is Caro." She jerked a thumb toward her friend. "And this is Tori. We’re part of Danica’s bounty-hunter crew and—"

      "What are you doing?" Tori asked, gaping at Caro.

      Caro shrugged and pulled at her dark ponytail to tighten it. "Making friends, I think. This guy clearly knows Danica, and I think he can tell us where she is."

      Tori expelled a long breath. "Correction, this isn't a 'guy.' In case you haven't noticed, he looks like a barbarian."

      Caro eyed the pointed ears and slashes of dark eyebrows on the creature in front of her. "First of all, he can understand you. It's not like he's crawling around on all fours and sucking bugs up through a snout. And it's pretty civilized to read emotions, if you ask me."

      Tori muttered something about it being creepy.

      "Where is Danica?" Caro asked, ignoring Tori's comments.

      Kush pointed behind them. “Back at your ship.”

      Tori threw her hands up. "We were at the ship. Now she shows up? Where has she been all this time? Why did she disappear? Is she hurt?"

      Kush studied them, his gaze moving between the two women. “I do not know all of it, but she was injured and my kinsman found her. He brought her to our village and we led a party to find your ship and help you.”

      Tori let out another breath, but this time it sounded relieved. "Okay. So Danica, Holly, and Max are all at the ship. That's good. By the time we make our way back they should have figured out how to send out a distress call." She glanced up at the two blazing suns. "The sooner we get off this ball of sand and rock, the better."

      Caro motioned behind Kush. "Should we start back and join the others at the ship?"

      His face darkened, and he inclined his head in the opposite direction. “There are not others. Only Danica.”

      Tori put her hands on her hips. “What? That's impossible. That doctor seemed smart enough not to let Holly leave the ship injured, and I know Holly would never have abandoned us, even if they got a distress call out and a ship to rescue us. "

      The alien’s expression was solemn. “They did not leave. They were taken. I was not searching for you. I was tracking them.”

      "Taken?" Tori's voice went up a few octaves, as she directed her question at Kush. "Who took them? Some of your people?"

      Kush jerked his head up. “Cresteks.”

      Tori flinched. "What are Cresteks?"

      “The enemy,” he said.

      “That’s not vague at all,” Tori grumbled.

      “Okay, so the rest of our crew—except for Danica—have been taken by your enemies,” Caro said, “whom I’m assuming aren’t the greatest.”

      “Bexli and Pog,” Tori said. “They’re still searching for Danica up ahead of us.”

      Caro bit the edge of her thumbnail. “That’s right, although we should find her and tell her about Danica.”

      

      "Then what are we waiting for?” Tori asked, flexing her fists. “Let's go after them."

      Caro looked between the two warriors and let out a breath. She was clearly outmatched here, but when it came to saving her friends, she knew she could be just as merciless as any sand planet barbarian or Zevrian.

      “It would be best to wait until morning,” Kush said, indicating the suns dipping low and sending shadows. “The rocks are treacherous in the dark. I would hate to lose one of you over the side.”

      Tori peeked over the cliff and sighed. “First light and not a moment later.”

      

      Kush nodded, his eyes crinkling with his fierce grin, as he adjusted the strap across his chest. “Agreed.”
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      K’alvek stood in the doorway of the crashed ship and gazed down at his fellow Dothveks, as they began to stir on the sands. The suns had crested the dunes, sending both light and warmth across the sand-covered surface of the planet, and making him raise a hand to shield his eyes from the glare. A jebel brayed as it lumbered to his feet, while a few warriors gathered around a small fire where breakfast warmed on a spit suspended over the flames.

      He felt Danica walk up behind him, joining him at the door. She'd dressed and pulled her pale hair up off her face. K’alvek liked the way her hair caught the light, and looked almost as gold as the sands. He brushed a loose, wispy curl off her forehead and she smiled at him, her cheeks flushing slightly.

      He smiled back before remembering how forceful she'd been the night before when she'd told him she had to leave. His eyes scanned the metal insides of the ship, with its blinking lights and strange beeps. That was what she was used to. That was her world, and she had no intention of changing that, even if she did feel a connection to him.

      K’alvek knew she felt a bond between them, and he knew it grew each time they mated, and the more time they spent together. He could feel her emotions more strongly now, and had even felt a twinge in his own foot when she had stubbed her toe earlier. He wondered if he would feel her presence even after she left the planet. He felt a pang as he thought about her leaving, but he scolded himself. He'd known what he was getting into when he'd bonded with her, so he had no one to blame but himself. He'd never intended to take a mate, anyway. Revenge and commitment did not go well together. When Danica left, he would be free to focus on avenging his father.

      He realized he was frowning when he saw her staring up at him with a questioning expression on her face. He gave himself a mental shake and released his balled-up fists.

      “Hungry?” he asked, even though he knew the answer from the faint rumbling of her stomach.

      She touched a hand to her midsection and nodded.

      He dropped easily to the ground below, his broad feet sending up a soft cloud of sand, then he turned and held his arms up for her. She jumped down, and he caught her before she hit the sands, his wide hands almost spanning her small waist.

      They joined the group around the fire, and Danica held her hands to the crackling flames. The morning sun hadn't yet burnt off the chill of the desert night even though K’alvek knew the Dothveks didn't feel the cold like she did. He took a blanket from the ground and wrapped it around her shoulders.

      Tommel, the elder of the journey who'd led the caravan, handed him a plate of warmed meat and flatbread, and the savory scent made his stomach growl. Danica looked up and laughed at him, and he couldn't help smiling as he tore off a piece for her then popped a bite into his own mouth.

      K’alvek felt a quiet movement in the ground beneath his feet. He reached for one of the blades strapped to his chest and knelt down, placing one hand above the sands and feeling for the vibrations. He could sense Danica's confusion, but he didn't shift his focus as he hovered above the sand. When he felt the flash of movement, he struck his blade down quickly and made contact with the creature, hearing a sharp crack of the shell and knowing instantly what he'd impaled. He pulled his blade—and the struggling animal—out of the sand, as Danica gasped and stumbled backward away from him.

      The animal was the length of his forearm, with several snapping pincers extending from its shelled body. K’alvek flipped it over and touched a hand to its underbelly and the creature went still. Without removing his hand, he gave a silent thanks to the animal for its life and the sustenance it would provide before removing his blade and lopping off the head.

      Tommel came over and patted him on the back, admiring the size of the sand crawler and congratulating him on a flawless kill.

      “How did you do that?” Danica asked.

      K’alvek noticed that her face was frozen as she gaped at the headless creature in his hand. “I told you. I am one of the clan's best hunters.”

      She waved a hand at the animal. "You touched it and it stopped moving. How did you do that?"

      K’alvek handed the kill to Tommel so he could add it to the spit above the fire. He held out his hands and turned them over. “I take away the pain and give them contentment before their death.”

      She did not take her eyes off his hands. "You touch them and they feel so good they stop struggling?"

      “Yes. It makes the hunt merciful.”

      Her eyes met his. "Is that why I feel so loopy when you touch me? Do your hands give off some sort of energy drug?"

      He opened his mouth but did not respond. He did not know the word "drug," but he knew she was upset.

      "Is that why I've been so drawn to you? Why I can't seem to resist you, even though I know it's a horrible idea?"

      K’alvek couldn't help flinching. He was aware of the Dothveks moving away from them and averting their gaze. They did not know what she said, but it was easy to tell she was angry with him.

      “It is the way we are,” he said. “The effect is not that same on you as on the smaller creatures.”

      “But that’s why I feel so good when you touch me, right?”

      He looked down at his hands. “It is not only that. There is a deeper connection between us.”

      “The mind thing?” she asked, glancing around at the other Dothveks. “But I thought you were all empaths?”

      “We are, but we do not feel each others thoughts as strongly I feel yours.”

      She blinked at him a few times. “I don’t get it. What does that mean?”

      “It means we are mind mates. It is a bond a Dothvek only makes once.” He took a deep breath. “It means you were destined to be mine.”

      “Wow. Even barbarians have cheesy lines.” She let out an exasperated breath. “Just my luck. A species of alien hunks with hands that zap you into wanting to fuck their brains out, and then tell you it’s fate." Danica put her hands on her hips. "Typical."

      Her accusations stung him. Hadn't he tried to slow things down? Had he not asked her many times if she was sure? He took a step away from her. He'd been wrong to think their connection would overcome the fact that she was an alien who wanted nothing more than to get off his planet. He should have never saved her from the sands, even if she was a fragile female. She had been nothing but a distraction. A distraction K’alvek did not need. If only he'd listened to himself from the beginning. He had known she would be trouble.

      Danica's eyes bored into him. “News flash, buddy. I don’t believe in fate, and I don’t belong to anyone.”

      He watched her stalk away from him. He did not know what all her words meant, but he knew it was not good.
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      She paced back and forth on the bridge of her ship, her pounding steps echoing off the metal floors. It was the only place she could come to get away from him. From all of them. She glanced down at the pile of blankets sill scattered in the corner and a rush of heat flooded her face.

      How could she have been so gullible? She knew being with K’alvek had felt different, and now she knew why. He'd been lulling her into a false sense of euphoria. She was just like one of the creatures he hunted—lulled into thinking everything was fine until it was too late.

      Danica raked a hand through her hair, and flinched when it caught on a tangle. She blinked back a tear from the pain before sinking onto the floor and letting go of all the stress and worry she'd been holding in over the past few days. Her shoulders heaved as she allowed the tears to flow, and she knew she was crying over more than just feeling betrayed.

      She'd been trying to be so tough since her father had died and left her alone. Had she even cried at his funeral, or had she been too worried that people would think she was weak? Even then, she'd been concerned about keeping up her tough-girl act. She'd had to. She'd inherited nothing but an old starship and what her father had taught her about how to hunt down bounties. There had been almost no money left, so she'd had to start working right away. No time to mourn her father properly, when she was busy making money for food and to put fuel in the ship.

      The warm tears tasted salty as they ran down her cheeks into her mouth, but she didn't wipe them away.  She slumped against one of the metal consoles, the computers humming softly above her, and took a deep, hitching breath. She'd felt so alone for so long. Taking her father's warning about trusting men to heart had meant she'd captained her ship solo for almost a full astro-year before finding Holly, then Caro, Tori, and finally, Bexli.

      It hadn't been easy putting together a crew of all women, but she'd done it. She'd grown to trust all four with her life, and she knew they felt the same way about her. They were all loners and misfits and outcasts, after all, but by coming together they'd created a successful team and their own version of a family. The icing on the cake had been proving to everyone—including the doubting voice in her own head—that women could be badass bounty hunters, as they brought in one top bounty after another.

      Thinking about her crew and how much she cared about them did nothing to stop her tears. Danica pressed her hands against her eyes, trying to block the blinking red light flashing from the console above her and shut out the worry that threatened to choke her. She didn't know if Tori was okay, if she'd ever gotten back to the ship, or what the Cresteks might do with her crewmates they'd captured. She couldn't lose her friends. Not after everything she'd already lost.

      Come on, she told herself. Don’t think like that. They'll find them.

      She stopped herself. Why did she still trust these aliens after she'd discovered K’alvek's betrayal? Hadn't he proven that he was just like every other man and couldn't be relied on? Why would the rest of his kind be any different?

      But you still believe him, a little voice said from somewhere deep in her head. Danica gave a sigh as she realized the voice was right. She didn't think K’alvek had been lying to her when he said they would find her friends. They'd ridden a caravan all the way across the desert, hadn't they? He'd sent a scout ahead to track them down once they'd realized her crew had been taken. It wasn't like he had to do any of it. Not when he'd already tricked her into sleeping with him.

      She bit her bottom lip as she thought about the night before. He was right. He had asked her if she was sure more than once. At the time, she'd thought that was more like dirty talk and less like asking for consent after he'd doped her up. Her pulse quickened as she remembered how much she'd wanted him, and how good it had all felt.

      "Because he shot me up with his juju hands," she said aloud, even though no one could hear her.

      She flashed back to the expression on K’alvek's face when she'd accused him of tricking her. He'd been genuinely hurt. She'd picked up lots of pain coming from him. Pain that she thought he'd tricked her and pain that she didn't actually want him after all.

      She leaned her head back and sniffled. That wasn't actually true, though. Danica had wanted him, and, if she were being honest, she didn't think it was all due to the way his energy made her feel. Sure, she'd felt great when he touched her, but there was more to their connection than just some alien magic, wasn't there? Was he being honest when he said their mind connection wasn’t run-of-the-mill? And did she actually believe it was possible to be fated to be with just one guy for life? It didn’t matter, she told herself. Even if she did, she and her crew were on the first rescue ship off the planet.

      Swiping at her nose, she pushed herself to standing. It didn't do her any good to think about the past few days. Not when she could work on that distress call. She thought of K’alvek, and her stomach fluttered. The sooner she got away from the hunky alien, the better it would be for both of them.
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      K’alvek glared up at the shining metal of the ship. She must not be planning to come back out. He kicked at a dune, sending fine gold particles out in a cloud. Stubborn female. If he hadn't promised to help her, he would have jumped on his jebel and ridden as far as he could in the opposite direction. Anything to get away from the swirl of emotions seeping into his brain.

      He knew this was one of the effects of mind mating. He felt her emotions more distinctly, and her thoughts as clear as his own. When they'd been lying together, the swirl of feelings through his mind had been blissful. Now it was torture. Another reason he'd be glad to see her go. He had enough turmoil with his own emotions; forgot dealing with those of a female, as well.

      He concentrated on blocking out her fury until it was a dim hum in the depths of his brain. He didn't mind the anger as much as the ache of betrayal. He couldn't bear to feel her hurt. Hurt he'd caused her, even though he'd done everything he could to protect her.

      Was it his fault she didn’t understand his people? Was it his fault she was an alien unfamiliar with his planet? He grunted in frustration. If only he’d ignored the streak of her ship as it had torn across the sky.

      He swept his eyes across the camp. His clansmen were fastening the final packs on the jebels, tightening straps and patting the thick fur of the animals. They'd been avoiding his eyes since Danica had stomped off and disappeared into the ship, but he knew they were anxious to resume the search. He also knew they’d understood every word she’d said to him, courtesy of the little devices behind their ears.

      “Talk to her,” Tommel said, the silver in his dark hair glinting in the rising suns as he approached. “Explain.”

      K’alvek wished it was that simple. How could he explain something he didn't understand himself, and never thought much about? He'd never known the energy Dothveks emitted was something special or would be thought of as a trick. And he’d never expected to form a bond with an offworlder, much less have her become his mind mate. He looked at the elder Dothvek and nodded. “I will try.”

      Crossing the few steps to the hull, he swung himself up to the door and pressed the panel that made it glide open. Danica stood with her back to him and her eyes fixed on one of the lit screens he did not understand.

      “It is time to leave,” he said.

      She straightened, but did not turn. “I'm not going.”

      Another punch to his gut. Did she hate him so much she no longer wished to be near him, even if it meant to save her friends? “You do not want to find your crew?”

      She turned, and he could see her eyes were red and puffy. "I should stay here and work on the distress call. That way, when you find them, a rescue ship will already be on the way."

      K’alvek tried to ignore the vise twisting in his gut. There was nothing more important to her than getting away from his planet. Away from him. Nothing that had happened between them mattered to her. The connection he had felt so strongly meant nothing to her.

      “I did not trick you,” he said. “I cannot change who I am.”

      She scraped a hand through her hair. “How do I know what was real, and what was alien magic?”

      K’alvek looked down at his own hands. He would always be a Dothvek warrior, and she would never understand. How could she? She was an alien who did not belong on his planet.

      He sighed. But soon she would no longer be on his planet. He pushed aside the feeling of loss that he knew so well and steeled himself, looking up and meeting her eyes. “It was real to me.”

      She blinked rapidly, then looked down at the floor.

      K’alvek felt a strange calm settle over him as he realized he was saying goodbye to her. “I will find your friends so you can go.”

      Before she could look up, he dropped back down to the sands below and took a few long strides to swing himself up onto the back of his jebel. He looked over his shoulder to where Tommel stood, and asked him to stay with Danica and keep her safe. He did not want her to be in danger, but he could not stay. He needed to get as far away from her as he could.

      Tommel nodded his agreement, and K’alvek watched the elder Dothvek fold his arms across his chest as the group began to move out towards the rocks. Danica would be safe.

      Looking at the craggy rock face longingly, K’alvek hoped the distance would be enough to block her from his mind. Would he hear her less when she left his planet or would he always feel the echoes of her thoughts along with his own? He growled and urged his jebel forward in a trot. If he had to feel her with him even when she left, he was afraid he would go mad.
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      K’alvek could feel Kush as they got closer to him. He was up ahead, tracking the group of females and the Cresteks, staying far enough behind so they could not see him. They were lucky the Cresteks had lost their ability to sense anyone approaching.

      Running faster along the ledge, K’alvek heard the soft footfall of the other Dothveks behind him. They were single file, like they rode on the sands, but without their jebels, and made little sound as they cut through the rough mountain pass. Below was a long drop and more jagged rocks, and the occasional pebble echoed as it skittered over the side.

      As they approached the far side of the rocky range, scrub brush began to appear, bursting from between boulders. K’alvek knew it would give way to prickly bushes, and then to spindly trees, and finally to an open plain that extended to the Crestek city. He felt a wave of anger as he thought about the Cresteks, and it powered him up a steep incline. He welcomed the anger to replace the empty ache he'd felt since he left Danica on the bridge of her ship without a backward glance. Her presence in his mind had lessened, but he could still feel her like a distant echo. Focusing on his hate for the Cresteks, he reminded himself that they'd taken his father from him and pumped his legs harder.

      As he crested the rise, he nearly slammed into Kush, who grasped him with both hands to stop the momentum. Behind Kush stood two females roughly the same size as Danica and wearing the same type of coverings she'd had on when he'd found her, but they had darker hair.

      The rest of the Dothveks slowed and gathered around them, taking the pause in the hunt to catch their breath and take swigs from their water skins.

      “You found them,” K’alvek said, as he eyed the females who were only starting to relax their battle stances. The one with wild hair and pointy teeth clasped two shiny spikes in her hands as if daring anyone to come closer. K’alvek did not.

      “These are not the ones taken by the Cresteks,” Kush told him. “Those two are up ahead with several guards. They tried to escape, and now the Cresteks are being more careful with them. It is why I waited for you.”

      K’alvek gave a grunt of approval, then inclined his head toward the females. “We should return these back to their ship.” He turned to select two of his clansmen to act as escorts but heard Kush laugh.

      “They will not go,” Kush said. “You should not waste your time.”

      K’alvek did not hide the exasperated sigh that escaped his lips. Just what he needed. More headstrong females. “Are all the females on your world so difficult?” he muttered.

      "We’re not from the same worlds,” the one with wild hair said.

      “But, yeah, we’re all difficult,” her friend said with a smile.

      “Fine.” K’alvek did not want to waste any more time arguing. If the females wanted to come, he would not stop them. A part of him admired their desire to save their friends. Despite their size and fragile bodies, these females had the hearts of warriors. He wondered which one was the Tori that Danica had worried about finding again. He looked between the two females. “Tori?”

      The darker one scowled at him, and the other laughed.

      "She's Tori," the female with the tied-up hair said, and jerked her head in the direction of her friend. "I'm Caro."

      He gave a small bow. “I am K’alvek.”

      "Are you the one who found our captain?" Caro asked.

      K’alvek could not help flinching when he recognized the word Danica had used to describe herself, but he nodded and immediately looked away from Caro's curious gaze.

      He flicked his eyes to the Dothveks behind him. “Make sure nothing happens to them.”

      Nods and grunts returned to him as the Dothveks watched the females with interest. They did not have Danica's gold hair or blue eyes. Surprising, since all Dothveks had dark hair, and K’alvek had not expected her crew to look so different from her. He could sense the warriors as they studied the females, taking in their softness and slight stature. Curiosity mixed with surprise that more of these strange females existed. He cast another glance behind him. “Do not touch.”

      Kush drew his attention back to him with a grunt. “They are not far ahead. We must go quietly to take them by surprise.”

      “Weapons?” K’alvek asked.

      Kush nodded. “But not drawn. They do not know they are being followed, and they do not consider the females dangerous.”

      This made sense to K’alvek, and he could not help but smile. The Cresteks had underestimated others before, and if the remaining two females were anything like the others, they were not as weak as they appeared.

      “They have told the captives they are taking them to safety,” Kush explained. “We should be cautious. The females may not know we are saving them.”

      "They will when they see us," Caro said.

      K’alvek had no intention of the females being in the fray of the battle, but he did not tell them, especially not the one who looked ready to plunge her shiny sticks into any creature who crossed her.

      Kush motioned for them to follow, and K’alvek fell behind him as they left the rocky, mountain pass and began descending down a wider stretch of hill. They spotted the pair of females ahead, being led by two Cresteks, with the other four bringing up the rear and fanned out in a V formation. The defensive arrangement was easy to spot.

      “They are expecting an attack from behind,” K’alvek told Kush.

      Kush grabbed his arm. “They are being followed by another.” He pointed to the two furry creatures slinking along behind the group, far enough away so as not to be heard.

      K’alvek tilted his head, adjusting the grip of his blade. “I have never seen such a beast.”

      Kush raised his blade to throw, but Caro lunged for his arm. “That’s not a beast. That’s Bexli.”

      “What’s a Bexli?” Kush asked, lowering his arm.

      Tori emitted a choked laugh. “Bexli is our crewmate. She and her pet, Pog, are shape shifters.”

      Kush gave both females a blank look, then glanced at K’alvek, who shrugged.

      Tori let out a low whistle, and the lumbering, brown creatures froze, turning around and ambling back toward her. K’alvek felt the Dothveks around him tense, but when the pair of animals had almost reached them, the larger of the two morphed into a humanoid creature with unusually colored hair and skin, and the smaller one became a green puff of fur.

      “Is it really you?” The creature he assumed was Bexli threw her arms around Caro and then Tori.

      “I think we’re the ones who should be asking that,” Tori said, straightening herself after the hug.

      Bexli smiled, scooping up the ball of fur in one arm. “You know I favor shifting into a Grendelian bear.”

      “Only because their sense of smell is so powerful,” Caro said.

      “It does help when tracking,” Bexli said, her eyes falling on the Dothveks and the corner of her mouth quirking up. “What do we have here?”

      Caro motioned to K’alvek. “This guy saved Danica. His people are helping us get Max and Holly back.”

      Bexli eyed them, her eyebrows lifting. “The more the merrier.” She dropped her voice and elbowed Tori. “Especially when they look like this, right?”

      Tori grunted, shooting a look at Bexli. “Whatever it takes to get our crew back.”

      K’alvek cleared his throat. He pointed to the slope that ran around and to the side of the Cresteks' path. “We should attack from two directions.”

      Tori bared her teeth. “Agreed. I will go in the front.”

      This did not surprise him. K’alvek instructed half the Dothveks to follow him and Tori and drop down from above, while the others would approach from behind to create the distraction.

      They all unsheathed their knives, holding a curved blade in each hand. Tori did not look pleased he would be joining her in running up the ridge, but she did not say anything.

      As he and Kush took the elevated path with Tori, K’alvek noticed the ground beneath his feet was no longer rocky and warm, but loose and dusty. The air was still arid, but it held the faint scent of vegetation. He knew they'd reached the end of the rocks, and his heart raced as he realized how close they were to Crestek territory. He almost laughed when it struck him that this had been his destination when he'd been distracted by finding Danica on the sands. He'd ended up where he'd wanted to be all along—close enough to the Cresteks to do some damage.

      When they reached the top of the high slope, Kush sent a signal to the rest. K’alvek watched as the Dothveks below noiselessly took the unsuspecting group from behind, then he watched Tori drop down from above and he followed close on her heels.

      Two of the Cresteks were felled instantly, and the others pulled out their blasters and shot wildly. K’alvek saw a Dothvek fall, and hoped he was only stunned. The females being taken captive screamed at first, their eyes wide at sight of flashing knives and bare chests covered by tribal markings. Compared to the Crestek males with their shorter hair and long cloaks, K’alvek knew the Dothveks must have seemed like a band of wild creatures. When they spotted Tori and Caro, their expressions turned from surprise to relief, and the female with bright-red hair leapt onto the back of a Crestek and began raining punches on his head with her arm that wasn't in a sling.

      The shapeshifter had transformed back into a brown, burly animal with claws that tore into the Cresteks as they attempted to escape. Blaster fire caught the smaller shifter in a limb, and it yelped in pain as it fell down and became a ball of green fur again. As the larger shifter was distracted by her injured pet, K’alvek took her place, slashing at a cloaked Crestek and striking him down with a single blow.

      His heart pounded and his entire body vibrated as he cut through the enemy, slashing without mercy. The Cresteks who’d ambushed his father had shown no mercy. Now he was returning the favor. He roared as he lifted both blades over his head and brought them down, the steel whistling as it sliced through the air. K’alvek was finally getting some of the vengeance he so desperately needed.

      Before he could reach the females, a Crestek pulled the one with short hair away, as she kicked wildly at him. K’alvek took off after them, dodging the blaster fire from the Crestek who was dragging the female and shooting over his shoulder, his beige cloak flapping around his ankles.

      K’alvek ran around a large boulder as it was blown apart by the wild blaster fire. He shielded himself with his arms, but one half of the massive rock rolled onto him, crushing him underneath its weight. He fruitlessly tried to roll it off him, but it was too heavy. All the air was forced from his lungs as his chest constricted in pain, and he heard a sharp crack. He did not know if the crack was the rock or his bones, but the screams of the battle became a blur as pain consumed him. Through a haze of slow motion, he saw the Crestek dragging the short-haired female away, but there was nothing he could do.

      The metallic tang of blood was sharp in K’alvek's mouth as he attempted to breathe but failed, his chest hitching and jerking. A single thought swam through the pain to form words in his mind. He was dying.
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      Danica straightened up from where she'd been hunched over the console and hit the heel of her hand on the hard metal surface. She was so close. She could feel it. Holly and Max had clearly been onto something, she thought, as she stared down at the blinking readout. It looked like they'd been trying to restructure the way power moved through the ship, but she couldn't quite understand what the next steps were.

      Engineering had never been her thing, which was why she'd found herself the best ship's engineer in the galaxy. Luckily for her, it had been a flashy female that no one else wanted to give a chance. Holly looked like she’d be more at home draped on the arm of some highborn ruler, not elbow deep in a ship’s engine. But the redhead was a genius with anything mechanical, and the only reason her old, battered ship had kept running for as long as it had.

      "And why me fixing this and sending out a distress call is hopeless," she muttered to herself, not bothering to glance around the empty bridge. There was no one to hear her. She knew K’alvek had left a Dothvek to keep her safe, but he'd chosen to stay outside, and she was the last remaining member of her crew.

      Danica thought of her friends and crewmates, and her stomach tightened.

      He'll find them, she assured herself. She may have still been upset at K’alvek for doping her up with his magic hands and trying to convince her that their mental connection had something to do with fate, but she knew he would come through. If there was one thing she knew about him, he was determined.

      She thought about the big alien and the look in his eyes when she'd accused him of tricking her. He'd looked like a kicked puppy. That is, until he'd looked angry enough to strangle her. But she preferred either of those looks to the hardened dead eyes he'd given her when he'd left. After feeling so close to him the night before, seeing him look at her like a stranger made Danica feel like she'd been slapped.

      She should have said something before he left. Once she'd cooled down from the initial anger, she could admit she'd been a bit hard on the guy, especially since he didn't seem to be able to turn whatever energy he emitted on and off like a switch.

      It was fun while it lasted, she told herself, trying to play it off to herself like another meaningless encounter. But even as she said the words she knew they were lies. It hadn't been like with the other guys. It had been different. He'd been different, and he'd made her feel different.

      "And then I ruined it by pushing him away." She turned away from the console, needing a break from the screen and a break from her own thoughts.

      Walking up the sloped floor, she pressed the panel to open the door and squinted as bright sunlight hit her face. No traces remained of the Dothvek camp below. The footprints of the jebels had blown away, and no trace remained of the fire that had burned earlier in the day. The only clue that they'd ever been there in the first place was the single warrior standing with his hands clasped behind his back facing the sands.

      From the strands of silver shot through his long dark hair, Danica recognized him as the leader of the caravan. She had no idea how old he was, or what old even meant on this planet, since he was still impressively muscular and had abs a twenty-year-old would kill for.

      She dropped down onto the ground and sank up to her ankles in sand, then made her way over to where he stood feeding the one remaining jebel and rubbed its furry waddle. The animal brayed and shifted its wide feet as it ate the handful of feed. He glanced down at her, and gave a slight nod before returning to his work.

      The heat rising off the sand felt good, although she knew it would only grow more sweltering as the day wore on. She took a breath and realized that her lungs had become accustomed to the thinner air, and she no longer felt moments of dizziness.

      She eyed Tommel's broad back as he nuzzled the creature. These Dothveks might look tough, but they definitely had a soft side. She couldn't stop the warm feeling that radiated through her body as she thought of K’alvek.

      No matter how much she tried to force all thoughts of him from her mind, they kept creeping back in. She couldn't sense his thoughts anymore and suspected the distance and the mountain range he was trekking through had something to do with it. Even though it felt nice to have only her own emotions, it also felt unnervingly quiet.

      Get used to it, she reminded herself. As soon as her crew returned and got the comms systems up and running, they were putting the sand planet in their rearview mirror.

      Good luck finding someone as smoking hot as K’alvek again, Danica told herself. She shuddered at the thought of the hygiene-challenged guys that hung out at the outposts they frequented for supplies. She let her eyes close and pictured K’alvek—his muscled chest, his long hair, his ringed cock. She shuddered again, this time from pleasure. Yeah, she would definitely miss that.

      Before she could open her eyes and return to reality, she clutched her chest as a sharp pain shot through it.

      Tommel turned around, his hand already reaching for a blade. “What is wrong?”

      She held both hands to her chest, not sure what was happening. The pain had gone as quickly as it had come. "I don't know."

      Tommel's eyes scanned the dunes around them, but Danica knew there was no one else nearby. They were alone on the sands. Which meant either she was having a heart attack, or she was feeling what K’alvek was feeling. If that was even possible.

      “I think K’alvek is hurt,” she told Tommel.

      Tommel looked to the mountain range, his wide eyes narrowing as he focused. “Your link to him is stronger than mine, but I sense a battle.”

      She pushed herself to her feet. “We have to help them.”

      Tommel didn't move, and Danica sensed his conflict. He’d promised to keep her safe, and taking her into a battle was the opposite of that.

      “It's my decision,” she said. “If K’alvek gets mad, you can tell him I forced you. He's already mad at me.”

      Tommel stared at her, briefly touching the translator device behind his ear. “I thought you wanted to leave.”

      Danica closed her eyes. “I don't know what I want anymore, but I know I have to help him.”

      Tommel angled his head at her. “You are a strange female.”

      “You aren't the first person to say that.” Danica trudged through the sands until she stood beside his jebel. She felt another stab of pain, and then her own panic spiked. “I think K’alvek is dying.”

      He swung her onto the back of the jebel and got on behind her without another word. Kicking hard, he spurred the jebel forward, and it spit sand behind its feet as it ate up the desert.

      She was glad Tommel had one arm tight around her waist, or Danica felt sure she'd be pitched to the ground. Jebels did not gallop smoothly, but she was grateful that the jostling distracted her from the terrifying thought that K’alvek might be dead. And worse, that she was the reason.
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      When K’alvek came to, he was sitting propped up against a rock, the boulder no longer crushing his chest. He swallowed, but the sharp taste of blood in his mouth was a memory.

      Kush leaned over, his face a mask of concern. When K’alvek opened his eyes, he sensed his relief. “You are alive.”

      K’alvek looked behind him to where four females stood together watching, and a ring of bruised and bloodied Dothveks gathered protectively beyond.

      Kush followed his gaze. “We rescued one of them.”

      “What about the other?”

      Kush lowered his eyes. “One Crestek managed to escape with her.”

      K’alvek attempted to push himself up from the rocky dirt, but his arms were too weak. “We must go after them. We must get her and bring her to the ship.”

      Kush placed a palm flat on his chest. “It took all of us to get the rock off you. We had to choose, and your life force was leaving.”

      They chose him and let the Cresteks escape with one of the females when he'd promised Danica he would return her entire crew to her. He did not tell them they chose wrong, even though that is what he felt.

      K’alvek pressed his eyelids together. He failed. One more reason for Danica to despise him.

      Kush's hand clasped his shoulder. “We will get her back. They have not gone far, and Cresteks are no match for us.”

      K’alvek looked up at him, noticing blood smeared across the heavy black curling across his chest that marked his cousin as a Dothvek warrior. That was true. A single Crestek dragging a female with him did not stand a chance against them.

      Caro approached, her breathing heavy and her hair now spilling loose around her shoulders. She glanced at K’alvek, but addressed Kush. "We need to get Max."

      K’alvek wondered about the strange names of the females, as the one with the mass of dark curls joined them. She wiped the two needle-like sticks against her pants and left dark smears that K’alvek guessed were blood. Her cheeks were flushed with exhilaration and for the first time, he saw a grin tease the corners of her mouth. It was clear she was a born fighter.

      "We haven't come this far to lose our bounty now," she said.

      Caro put one hand on her hip. "After all she's done to help us, you can't be serious about turning her in."

      Tori shrugged. "How else are we going to pay for a new ship or for buying the parts to salvage the one we've got?"

      "There are other bounties out there." Caro narrowed her eyes at her crewmate. "As far as I'm concerned, Max is a part of our crew now."

      "Fuck, yeah, she is," the female with flowing red hair said as she walked up. Her colorful top was torn in a few places, revealing thin straps across her shoulders the same color as her hair. "Max is the reason we're going to be able to get off this giant ball of sand. Her theory of rerouting the ship's circuits was inspired. If those asshats hadn't surprised us, we'd already have sent out a distress call."

      "Thank you, Holly," Caro said, patting the woman on the back.

      Tori sighed, clearly outnumbered. "Fine. Either way, we need to get her back."

      Holly glanced behind them to where Bexli sat, with Pog in her lap. Both shifters were back to their normal states. “Luckily, Pog’s wound was superficial. Still, I don’t think Bexli will be up for any more fighting today.”

      "Agreed," Caro said, then turned to Kush. "What about you? Are you coming with us?"

      Kush darted a glance down at K’alvek, who grimaced through the pain and waved a hand at him, telling him to go. Still, he hesitated.

      Holly watched the silent exchange. "I'll stay with him and make sure he doesn't code on us." She jerked her head at the makeshift sling around her arm. "I should give my arm a rest anyway. The adrenaline is starting to wear off, and it feels like I took a blaster to the shoulder."

      K’alvek raised a hand to his own tender shoulder and flinched. The pain was no longer sharp—a good sign—but his entire body ached from the impact of the boulder. He wanted to tell the female that he did not need her to stay, but he knew that would be a lie. He still felt too weak to stand.

      Kush met his eyes. “I will return with the last female.”

      K’alvek watched as his cousin motioned to the other two females and several nearby Dothveks, and the group began running in the direction of the Crestek city. The females took two steps for every long Dothvek stride, but they stayed in the middle of the pack for as long as he was able to follow them with his gaze. When they disappeared around a bend, K’alvek allowed himself to relax against the rock.

      Holly knelt down next to him. "You look a little better. You've got more color, at least, although I don't know what pale would look like on you guys." She studied his face, lingering on his eyebrows and then his ears. "You look a bit like the dickheads who took us, but way more sexy."

      “Thank you.”

      She winked at him and stood. “Anytime.”

      One of the remaining Dothveks stood above him, holding out a water skin, which K’alvek took and drank from gratefully. He offered it to Holly, but she waved him off as she gave the Dothvek who'd walked up a thorough up and down, her mouth dropping open as she got a closer look at his ridged back. As her large eyes grew even wider, K’alvek reminded himself that it had taken Danica a while to adjust to their differences.

      He tried not to think of Danica, who was safe on her ship, as he took stock of the remnants of the battle. A few Dothveks sat on the ground like him, recovering from blaster wounds or pressing yellow parsi tree leaves to open gashes. Only two Dothveks lay unmoving on the ground, and K’alvek felt a stab of pain and anger that they had lost more good warriors to the Cresteks. He could not help feeling pleased that a larger number of Crestek bodies lay crumpled beneath their long cloaks, their faces obscured by the hoods.

      A loud noise drew his eyes to the sky, and he raised a hand as he stared at the black vessel that had dropped out of the sky and hovered over the sands, far in the distance. This vessel did not look like Danica's, and the sight of it awed K’alvek.

      "You've got to be shitting me," Holly said, her voice grim. It was clear she recognized the ship as she put a hand to her mouth and shook her head. "I can't believe they followed us here."

      Before K’alvek could discover what she meant, a bright flash of light came from beneath the ship and there was a roar of sound followed by a massive cloud of flames and smoke. Even where they sat, the ground trembled and pebbles rolled past him as they were shaken loose.

      "No, no, no," Holly wailed, not taking her eyes from the black smoke billowing up from the sands. "He wouldn't."

      K’alvek felt the first stirrings of panic as he watched her, and he made a mental calculation. The smoke rose up from the sands. There was only one thing on the sands to shoot.

      “You know that ship?” he asked.

      She whipped her head around and blinked rapidly a few times. "It’s Mourad's. He's the asshole who made us crash-land here in the first place. I guess he came back to finish the job." She turned back to the trail of black snaking into the white sky. "So much for our ship. At least none of us were on it."

      K’alvek felt dizzy even though he was still seated. He'd left Danica and Tommel at the ship only hours earlier. Would they have seen the other vessel appear above them in time to escape?

      He attempted to reach out to her with his mind, but the fear coupled with his injury had made him weak. He felt nothing. He tried to tell himself she was too far away. That Tommel would have sensed danger and gotten her out. But he couldn’t rid his mind of the fear threatening to choke him. His ears rang, and the noises around him sounded like they came from a long distance—as if he was in a deep cave and the rest of the world was far above.

      He could not feel her. Thoughts careened through his head, and he could not know if they were his or if they belonged to others. He put his hands to the sides of his head to block the howling. When he opened his eyes, he realized the sounds were coming from him—deep, guttural roars that echoed off the rock face and left a ringing in his ears. The female gaped at him in silence, and the other Dothveks held their blades as if ready for battle.

      Danica and Tommel escaped, he told himself. Tommel would have noticed the approaching vessel and gotten her to safety. If he had time, another voice whispered. If she had not refused to leave or argued with him.

      Holly put a hand above her eyes as she peered at the blackness staining the sky, then she met K’alvek's eyes. "Was Danica on the ship?"

      He squeezed his eyes tight so he did not have to look at the worried expression on her face. As long as she did not know for sure, she would not feel the despair he did. He reached out his mind again, hoping for a flicker of Danica's thoughts—or Tommel's—so he could dismiss his worries as foolish. He felt nothing but empty silence.

      “I do not know,” he finally answered, as he opened his eyes but did not look up.

      Holly's hand flew to her mouth and her eyes filled with tears. "Well, we have to go find out. Maybe she's injured."

      One of his Dothvek clansmen approached. “Should we join Kush on the hunt, or track the vessel in the sky?”

      K’alvek attempted to clear his mind from the thoughts of Danica. “We should divide our group. Some follow Kush, and some should track the vessel in case it landed. The rest stay with me.”

      As the warriors divided themselves and began preparing to leave, Holly opened her arms wide. "Where's everyone going?"

      K’alvek flicked his eyes to the sky where a trail left by the attacking ship slashed across the surface. The ship had flown out of sight, but he needed to know if it had left the atmosphere or if an alien war party was being unleashed on his planet.  “To find who did this.”

      Holly rolled her eyes. "You're sending them to find Mourad? Good luck with that." She appraised the huge aliens as they wiped their bloody blades across patches of scrub grass to clean them. "He’s probably left the atmosphere by now. He’s not the kind who sticks around after wrecking havoc. But a fight between his guys and yours is one I’d like to see."

      K’alvek repeated the name 'Mourad' in his head, rolling it around until it the bitter word was burned into his brain. He would get his vengeance on this Mourad, as well as on the Cresteks. He would punish them all. He clutched his chest, startled by the physical pain that wracked his body as he thought about Danica.

      He gave instructions to the twin warriors Dev and Trek, who stood nearby. “We must return to the sands and the ship to assess the damage. You will go ahead with the females.”

      They gave brusque nods and immediately flanked the female with flame-colored hair, their blades drawn. K’alvek noticed her raise an eyebrow as she gave the towering warriors the once-over, but she followed them, taking Bexli and Pog with her.

      K’alvek watched the warriors run off in opposite directions, leaving only the bodies of the fallen Cresteks scattered on the ground. When they'd gone far enough that he couldn't hear the hum of their thoughts, he tried again to find Danica or Tommel.

      When he found nothing, he eyed the rocky cliff to one side and staggered toward it. Living with his father's loss had been hard enough. He did not know if he could survive losing his bond with Danica. It had been one thing to know she was leaving, but would still be out in the universe somewhere—a faint echo in his memory.

      He leaned against a sharp rock at the edge, hearing only his own ragged breath. He did not know if he could survive knowing she was no more. Or if he wished to.
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      “I can't sense him,” Danica told Tommel.

      They had been running through the rocks for what felt like forever. She pressed both hands to her side, but it didn't do much for the shooting pains. Danica tried to breathe through her nose, but she ended up sucking in hot breaths through her mouth. Life aboard a space ship hadn’t done wonders for her endurance, she admitted to herself.

      “The mountains make it harder,” Tommel replied, not stopping to turn around.

      That didn't make her feel any better. Since they'd begun running through the mountain pass, she hadn't been able to sense him. The fact that she was too exhausted to focus could have had something to do with it. It was hard to concentrate on being empathic when you were gasping for air and trying not to fall on your ass.

      “Your legs are twice as long as mine,” she said to Tommel when he glanced back, and she gestured to her legs.

      “Not twice,” he answered.

      Danica rolled her eyes and swallowed, but no moisture remained in her mouth. She glanced up at the two suns and saw they were sinking lower in the sky. The orange one appeared to be glowing red as it dipped near the horizon, while the other burned a whiter yellow.

      There was a muffled boom in the distance. The rock face trembled, and she braced herself against the rough surface to keep from falling. Tommel spun, shielding her body with his own as rocks fell from above and plummeted down the side of the cliff.

      The shaking lasted only a second, but it made Danica's heart beat even faster. She looked up but the rocks shielded her vision so that she could only see what was directly above. "What the hell was that?"

      He stepped away from her and brushed rock dust from his bare shoulders. “I do not know. I have never felt the planet shake before.”

      That was comforting. Danica looked around and noticed that the arid rock face now had patches of scrub brush popping out of cracks. This was a part of the terrain she’d never seen.

      “How much farther?” she asked. Although she felt grateful for the break, she was eager to find K’alvek.

      “Not far.” Tommel began running again, and Danica pushed herself to keep up with him, sincerely wishing she'd installed a multidirectional treadmill on her ship.

      She extended her mind, and felt a brief flash of pain. She couldn't be sure it was K’alvek. If it was him, he was still in a lot of pain, and his mind was weak.

      "You'd better not die, you bastard," she whispered.

      She couldn't force the worry from her mind. Or the guilt. How would she live with herself if he died, since it was all her fault he went on the mission in the first place?

      She stumbled on the path and realized her eyes were blurred with tears. She swiped at her cheeks and the back of her hand came back wet. She hadn't cried in ages. Why was she losing it now?

      I can't lose anyone else I love. The thought made her nearly stop in her tracks.

      Love? Was is possible she loved K’alvek? She shook her head. Ridiculous. She barely knew him, she told herself, then realized that wasn't exactly true. She knew him better than she'd known most people. She could sense what he was feeling, which was more than she could say for most guys. She picked up her pace as warmth filled her chest that didn't come from overexertion.

      As they rounded a corner, Tommel threw back a hand to stop her. A handful of Dothveks ran toward them, and Danica saw a flash of red hair in the back of the group alongside a short, lavender bob.

      "You're okay!" Danica pushed through the hulking warriors to reach Holly and Bexli, flinging her arms around the women.

      “Easy on Pog,” Bexli said, holding the green puff gingerly out to the side. “He got injured in the fight.”

      Holly squeezed her tight and then held her out at arm length. "You're alive. We thought you were in the ship when it exploded."

      "Of course, I'm alive," Danica said before holding up a hand. "What do you mean the ship exploded? Which ship?"

      Holly angled her head at her captain. "Didn't you hear that boom?" She pointed behind Danica toward the desert. "We saw Mourad's ship drop into the atmosphere and blast something to bits right where our ship crashed."

      Danica whipped her head around to stare into the distance. A large, inky cloud of smoke was rising into the air.

      Damn.

      

      Her happiness at finding Holly and Bexli evaporated as the sight sunk in, but she gave a rough shake of her head. "That doesn't make sense. Mourad already stranded us here. Why would he come back and blow up our ship?"

      Bexli twitched one shoulder up and down. "Because he's a colossal dickhead? Why does that guy do anything? Maybe to make sure we were out of his hair for good?"

      Danica couldn't even begin to deal with what this meant for them, so she pushed it from her mind and tucked it away in the 'worry about it later' category. She scanned the Dothveks and frowned. "Where's K’alvek?"

      One of the two Dothveks on either side of Holly and Bexli motioned behind them. “He sent us ahead.”

      "He thinks you blew up with the ship," Holly said, then narrowed her eyes at Danica. "Is something going on with you and the alien hottie?"

      Danica ignored Bexli’s arch grin, as her stomach clenched. She focused all her thoughts on K’alvek.

      Without waiting for Tommel, she took off running.
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      K’alvek stood at the edge of the drop-off and stared at the rocks below, feeling his failures crash over him. He failed to save his father and to avenge his death. He failed to save Danica and keep her safe. She was gone. The thought sat like a stone in his stomach.

      He opened and closed his fists as he thought of Danica. He could not even blame the Cresteks for her loss. He held a barrier around his mind so nothing could reach him. Not the other Dothveks as they raced to catch the Crestek and the kidnapped crewmate. Not his clansmen heading to the sands. If she was gone, he did not want to feel anymore.

      "K’alvek!"

      He thought he was imagining her voice, until it dawned on him that the sound came from across the sloped ground. Turning, he saw her running toward him, her face streaked with tears and her pale hair flying behind her. He braced his legs as she threw herself into his arms sobbing.

      Tommel appeared behind her, and as he slowed, K’alvek read relief on his face.

      He wrapped his arms around Danica and felt her legs give way. Sinking onto the ground with her, K’alvek cradled her and stroked her hair as he tried to digest the fact the she was alive. And that she was happy to see him.

      Her body shook as she cried, and he felt waves of happiness flood his mind. Happiness from both of them.

      “I was so scared,” she said, looking up at him and touching the side of his face. “I was afraid I was going to lose you.”

      He wiped moisture from her cheek and kissed her gently, tasting the saltiness from her tears on her lips. “I thought you were dead.”

      She shook her head. “I'm right here.” She put her hands to the spot on his chest where the boulder had left bruises. “You're hurt.”

      K’alvek give a small jerk of with his head. “I am fine. I am healing.” He studied her face. “You are no longer angry with me?”

      Danica took his large hands in her own. “I shouldn't have overreacted. I know you can't control the fact that you send out some kind of happiness juju.”

      K’alvek cocked his head. He did not know what 'juju' meant, but he was too relieved to question her.

      “I think I was more mad at myself for getting too close to you when I knew I couldn't stay.” She took a deep breath and looked up to lock eyes with him. “I've avoided getting hurt by guys by never getting attached to them, and you kind-of spoiled that plan.”

      “I am sorry,” he said.

      She laughed and gave him a playful slap on the arm. “Don't apologize. It's a good thing.” She narrowed one eye at him. “At least, I think it is.”

      He felt his heartbeat quicken and he pulled her closer. “We rescued all your friends but one, and Kush has taken a team to track her and bring her back.”

      She glanced around the empty clearing. Even Tommel had left them alone. "I saw Holly and Bexli. Where are the others?”

      “The one with short hair is with the Cresteks. The others have gone to rescue her,” he said as he ran his fingers through her long wavy locks.

      "Max. She's actually a doctor we captured for a bounty." She waved a hand when she noticed his perplexed expression. "Never mind. Too much to explain. She’s part of our crew now. So you got Tori and Caro back?"

      K’alvek bobbled his head. “Yes, but they immediately insisted on going with Kush to save the other one. They are even more stubborn than you, especially the one with the wild hair and sharp sticks.”

      Danica laughed. "That would be Tori. Yeah, she wouldn’t want to miss that action." She stopped laughing and put a hand on either side of K’alvek's face. "Thank you for rescuing them for me."

      “I would do anything for you.”

      Her cheeks colored, and she buried her face in his neck.

      He stroked her hair and tried to make his words sound gentle. “I think your ship has been destroyed. My clansmen are on their way to find out.”

      “Holly told me,” she said. “She thinks it was Mourad.”

      As she lifted her face, K’alvek saw the sorrow in her eyes. He did not know if she was more sorry she had no ship, or that she now had no way off his planet. “You are upset?”

      He shoulders sagged. “That ship was my home. If it's gone, so is the last thing I had from my father.”

      “Your life was out there.” He gestured to the sky. “Not down here. Now you have no way to leave my planet.”

      She shrugged. “There are worse places to be stuck.” She kissed him lightly. “And way worse aliens to be stranded with. Anyway, I wouldn't count out the bounty-hunter babes yet.”

      He gave her a questioning look, but she just laughed and kissed him again. “For now, you're stuck with me.”

      He looked deep into her red-rimmed eyes. “Are you sure of this?”

      Danica took his face in her hands and kissed him, dragging his lower lip between her teeth and sending a jolt all the way to his fingertips. “What do you think?”

      He felt a growl building within him as his cock strained against his leg. “I think I want to take you back to the tents.”

      She ran her fingers down his neck until she reached his waist, slipping them under the top of the leather and tracing his ridges, her touch feather light. “I think I'd like that.”

      K’alvek's cock throbbed. “I do not know if I can wait.”

      She laughed and nuzzled his neck as her fingers reached the crown of his cock and closed around it. “Then don't.”
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      Danica stretched out on the bedding and felt the sands shift. The morning light peeked through the thin gaps in the tent and sent dappled beams across the rugs and mats that covered the ground. She rolled over to find K’alvek beside her, his massive chest rising and falling as he slept.

      She barely remembered the rescue party stumbling into the village the night before. They'd ridden all night, Tommel taking Holly on his jebel at front of the caravan, and the rest of the warriors forming a slow but steady procession across the moonlit dunes. Holly had turned around to occasionally wave to her and K’alvek at the back of the line, until it had gotten too dark to see anything but dark silhouettes. Bexli and Pog had shifted into jebels themselves, and Danica had laughed at the shocked expressions of the usually stoic Dothveks. Danica had been groggy when her alien lover had finally deposited her inside his tent, and collapsed on the layered rugs beside her.

      She stretched her arms over her head, breathing in the warm air and smelling the familiar scents of roasting meat and baking bread. Her stomach rumbled in response, but she felt too comfortable beside K’alvek to rouse herself. The only thing that pulled her from her drowsy stupor was the thought of Tori and Caro. They were still tracking Max, or maybe they were on their way back with her by now. She wasn't sure. Either way, the hunting party hadn't returned by the time they had the night before.

      She told herself not to worry. K’alvek had been completely confidant that his cousin Kush would return with all three women, since he was the clan's best tracker. She hoped he was right, although she did not look forward to telling Tori and Caro that their ship was gone and they were all now completely stranded.

      Danica hadn't had too much time to process the loss, but it wasn't as devastating as she would have expected. Sure, she missed her old ship and felt a twinge of loss as she thought back on all her time spent there with her father, and then with her crew. And she hadn't totally wrapped her mind around the idea of spending the rest of her life on a sand planet. That would take some getting used to, although there were a few things about the planet she was a big fan of.

      Her Dothvek, with his massive, muscular body, his bold tattoos, and his huge cock was another big plus. She watched K’alvek sleep, listening to the sounds of his breathing mixed with the gentle tinkling of the tiny bells tied to the outside of the tents. She stroked a hand down his dark braid. Even his long hair was a turn-on. From what she'd seen, the rest of the Dothvek men were just as built, and just as scary-sexy. If they had to get marooned somewhere, at least it wasn't with a bunch of gooey, green aliens, or blobby monsters with half a dozen arms.

      Tori, at least, would feel at home with the tough warriors, even though Danica worried that her pilot and engineer would be bored to tears in a technologically primitive society. Not that they had much of a choice. And it might not be so bad getting a break from being chased across the galaxy by assholes like Mourad, and having to fight and scrape to keep her crew fed and her ship fueled up.

      Danica's fingers tingled as they danced over K’alvek's firm, gold skin. It didn't hurt her mood that every time she touched him she felt like she'd taken a shot of Darkarian whiskey. She let his energy spread up her arms while she traced a line down his chest to his lower stomach ridges, pushing away the blanket to reveal his nakedness. Even asleep, he was impressive.

      She grinned to herself as she shimmied down, nuzzling his cock before kissing him softly from the crown to the base. She felt him grow rigid as he stirred awake, but before he could fully understand what was happening she took him into her mouth.

      “My turn to play,” she said, when he raised his head and looked down at her.

      He let loose a low moan as she sucked him, drawing her lips up and down his length and relaxing her throat to take him deeply. She felt the head of his cock rub the back of her throat as he fisted handfuls of the rugs underneath him. She couldn’t read his exact thoughts, but it didn’t take mind reader to know he approved of what she was doing.

      Danica swirled her tongue around his thick shaft then sucked hard, filling her mouth with his girth. Although his skin was hard, it was velvety smooth. Even the bumpy ridges of his cock felt like silk against her lips. She loved feeling him swell the harder she sucked, and when she made a humming noise, the vibrations buzzed her lips as she moved them up and down his length.

      Emitting a low guttural growl of his own, K’alvek reached down and lifted her up by the shoulders, bringing her down squarely on his hard cock. Her eyes widened as she took him to the hilt, all the air rushing out of her. She clutched his shoulders, digging her nails into his rigid skin, and biting her lip to keep from screaming. Each of his hard rings stretched her a little more, and she’d never felt as filled by a man before. Technically, not a man, a voice in the back of her head reminded her. As he thrust up and sensations of pleasure stormed through her, her eyes rolled back. Definitely not a man.

      He wrapped his arms around her back, pulling her into him for a deep kiss as he tilted his hips to move inside her. Her lips parted to let his tongue stroke hers, his kiss dominant and forceful, his hand fisting her hair to hold her to him. She couldn’t move from his tight grip, his cock locking her to him while one hand gripped her ass and the other tangled in her hair.

      Normally, Danica would have bristled at being dominated, but his possession of her only fueled the flames of her desire. She let herself go docile as he moved her on his cock, his fingers biting into her soft ass cheek.

      “Mine,” he told her when he broke the kiss.

      She pulled back and locked eyes with him, holding the sides of his face and the white-hot gaze that burned into her as he quickened his pace. Liquid heat built in her core as she rode him hard, the pleasure and pain mingling together as his grasp on her hair tightened. As her release built, she let her eyes flutter shut, but a quick, gentle jerk of her head made them fly open.

      “Look at me,” he said, his voice a command.

      She kept her gaze on him as heat arrowed through her, making her writhe in his arms. He moved one hand from her ass to her hips, tilting her so that her clit brushed his lower ridges. She twitched as if she’d been shocked, but her hips rolled forward again, wanting more. Moving so his ridges rubbed her clit with every deep thrust. K’alvek continued his relentless rhythm until her body detonated, sending shock wave after shock wave through her, as she rippled around his cock.

      When she slumped, boneless, against him, he lifted her up, and in a single movement, had her on all fours, his cock still lodged hard inside her. She gasped at the new, deeper angle as he thrust harder. Her body still reverberated with aftershocks, and she quivered as he stroked deep. Looking back over her shoulder, she saw him staring down at where he entered her. Instead of feeling any hesitation of being so exposed, her ass spread for him, she lowered her head to the blankets and arched her cheeks up for him.

      He growled. “I’m buried so deep in you.” He slapped her ass. “Stretching you so wide.”

      His hand left a scalding mark on her skin, and the mix of pleasure and pain made her clench him tighter.

      “You like that,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “But which part?” He gave her ass cheek another sharp slap. “The spanking?” He drew his cock out of her then plunged it back inside her hard. “Or being split by my cock?”

      She could barely speak. She could barely think. “Both,” she gasped.

      “My little captain likes it hard,” he said, impaling her and holding himself deep as he gave her ass another slap.

      Danica let out a small keening noise, and he seemed to lose all control, hammering into her wildly, flesh slapping against flesh. He roared, then his body went rigid, and he held himself deep as he pulsed hot into her.

      After a moment, she collapsed on the rugs, her body weak and trembling. His heavy body dropped next to her, his breaths jagged.

      "Let’s do that again," she murmured into his neck, when she'd rolled over and worked up the energy to speak.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Now?”

      She laughed. “Maybe not right now. My ass needs to stop stinging first.”

      He pulled her so she was half on top of him and rubbed a hand on her marked skin. “My poor little captain.”

      Danica slapped his arm. “Who are you calling little?” She sensed his amusement as he lowered a hand to cup one breast.

      “You are right. These are not little.” He rubbed his thumb across her nipple. “They are perfect. Just like you.”

      Her cheeks warmed at the compliment as she climbed off him and stretched out on her side on the rugs. “So, did you like your wake-up call?”

      He tilted his head, furrowing his brow.

      "On my ship we had alarms—electronic things that beeped to tell you when it was time to wake up. I guess you don't have anything like that, here." Danica certainly wasn't going to miss the hash beep of her alarm. She'd take waking up to hot sex over the beep of a computer any day of the week.

      K’alvek chuckled softly. "We wake with the suns. They are our alarm."

      Danica nodded and looked up at the tent ceiling and around at the layers of leathers and fabrics covering the floor. It was the same tent she'd slept in the last time they were there. “This is your tent, isn't it? Is this where we'll be staying?”

      He nodded.

      “I like it,” she said. “Simple yet elegant.”

      Another tilt of the head.

      “Nothing,” Danica told him. “Just a joke. Something said to make others laugh."

      "We have much still to learn about each other." K’alvek took her face in his hand, running his thumb down her chin and kissing her softly on the lips. “This is your home now. With me. As my mate.”

      Her stomach did a flip-flop. She never would have imagined herself content to be lying in an alien barbarian’s tent and being claimed as his mate, but a lot had happened over the past few days.

      “Danica?”

      His voice jerked her from her thoughts, and she peered up at him. “Sorry. I was just thinking about everything.”

      “I know,” he said, tapping a finger to his temple. “We are also mind mates.”

      “Right.” Her face flushed as she remembered that he could sense her thoughts. It was a hard concept to get used to. “Mind mates. Does that mean other Dothveks can’t sense my feelings?”

      He expression grew stormy. “Of course not. There is only one mind bond for each Dothvek.” The tightness in his jaw relaxed. “And you are mine. Forever.”

      Once upon a time, that word would have had Danica running for the hills, but now, it sent a rush of pleasure through her. The thought of forever with him made happiness flutter in her chest. “Sounds good to me.”

      K’alvek gave her another soft, deep kiss before tapping her ass lightly, rising to his feet, and stretching.

      She couldn't help staring at him as he stood fully naked with his massive arms raised over his head. The only thing covering his body were the straps wrapped around his wrists that reached halfway up his forearm. He twisted his torso in a stretch, and his muscles rippled. Danica’s pulse quickened as her eyes drifted down from his corded stomach to the long cock hanging between the thick muscles of his thighs. Dothveks were way less self-conscious than humans, she thought, although he had a lot worth flaunting.

      He walked to the flap of the tent.

      “Are you going out like that?” she asked. Even in her head it sounded shrill.

      He looked down at himself.

      “If Holly is out there, she might faint,” Danica said. “Or try to jump you. I don’t know what Bexli would do.”

      He grinned at this, and she rolled her eyes and tossed him his pants. “I'm not ready to share, big guy.”

      At the word "share," he bristled. “Dothveks do not share.”

      “I didn't think so. Neither does this human.”

      He smiled at this while he pulled on his pants, then disappeared through the tent flap.

      Danica searched the floor for the rest of her clothes—gray cargo pants, a long-sleeved white T-shirt, and a plain nude-colored bra—and was glad she'd had the foresight to change into some spare clothes back at the ship. She got dressed and finger combed her hair before following K’alvek outside the tent.

      She spotted Holly standing near the fire pit where meat rotated on a spit. Dothveks moved around the camp, tending to the braying jebels, and feeding the small snuffling animals in the pens. Bexli stood talking to a group of female Dothvek warriors, holding Pog and stroking his back. Or what she assumed was his back, since in his natural state, the creature was completely round.

      "Look who's awake!" Her engineer waved her over when she saw her.

      Danica hadn't known how much she'd missed being around her crew until Holly threw her arms around her shoulders and handed her a piece of warm flatbread. "So you're going to have to fill me in a little bit. How did you end up with these guys, and how did you find us?"

      "To make a long story short," Danica said. "K’alvek found me on the sands when Tori and I got separated. He saved me from a sandstorm and a nasty pair of Cresteks before we even made it here, then he convinced most of his tribe to cross the desert to rescue the rest of you."

      Her eyebrows popped up. "Well, that's pretty lucky." She glanced over her shoulder to where K’alvek stood in quiet conversation with Tommel. "Is that why you decided to bang him?"

      Danica inhaled sharply and almost choked on a bite of bread.

      Holly pounded on her back until she could breathe again. "Sorry about that. I didn't mean to make you choke."

      "It's okay. You just surprised me is all."

      "You know I'm not known for beating around the bush," she said. "Plus, the tents around here are pretty thin, so it's not a huge secret."

      Danica frowned. "I didn't bang him to get him to rescue you guys. He would have helped me anyway."

      Holly held up a hand. "Girl, no judgment. I'd probably fuck him for even less of a reason."

      Danica burst out laughing. Holly had never been one to stifle her sexuality or find shame in it. "Well, it's more complicated than that."

      Holly studied her for a moment, her eyes flicking between her captain and K’alvek. "As long as he treats you well, and this isn't some kind of situation where you fell in love with your captor."

      "He's not my captor," Danica assured her. “But we are mind mates.”

      Holly’s eyebrows disappeared under her bangs. “Come again?”

      Danica’s cheeks warmed. “The Dothveks are empathic. Somehow I can also sense what K’alvek is feeling.”

      Holly wrinkled her nose. “I’m not sure if I’d want to know what a guy was really thinking. I know I wouldn’t want him to know what I was.” She grabbed Danica’s arm. “Is it like mind-reading?”

      “No.” Danica laughed. “Neither of use can read each other’s thoughts, but we can sense moods.”

      “And that makes you mind mates?” Holly asked, looking skeptical.

      “Apparently, mind mates aren’t very common, and a Dothvek only ever gets one.”

      “And you’re this guy’s mind mate?” Holly let out a low whistle. “So is it like being married?”

      “No,” Danica said quickly, then paused. “Actually, I don’t know. It’s not like we had a ceremony or anything.”

      Holly winkled at her. “Not yet, at least.” She squeezed her captain’s arm. “Hey, as long as you’re happy and you’re not being forced into some sort of alien sex slavery. Although with these aliens, I might not mind so much.”

      “You’re so bad.” Danica swatted at Holly, then purposefully changed the subject as she remembered K’alvek holding her down and how much she’d liked it. "Do you know if they've heard from the party that was tracking down Max? Or the group that went to confirm our ship is gone?"

      Holly crossed her arms in front of her chest. "What do you mean heard from? Unless I've missed something, these folks don't have any sort of technology. Or does their empath thing work over long distances?"

      "Probably now," Danica said. She caught K’alvek's eyes as he looked over at her. His expression was somber, and she could sense that he’d gotten mixed news.

      Bexli joined them around the fire, plopping down and crossing her lean legs. “Did you hear? The ship was blasted to bits, but their guy located Max.”

      Danica felt a moment of relief that Max was okay, but then the reality of losing her ship sunk in, and tears stung the back of her eyes. She looked up and blinked quickly to keep the tears from falling. She hadn't been surprised by the news, but the finality still hurt. "So Mourad actually did blow it up."

      Holly wrapped an arm around Danica's shoulders. "I know how much that bucket of bolts meant to you. And to me, after all the hours I put into that engine. If I ever get off this planet, I'm going to skin that asshole alive. Correction." She held out a finger. "First I'll cut off his balls, then I'll skin him alive."

      A few Dothveks gave the women startled glances.

      "Then we're stuck here?" Holly pressed her lips together as she looked around the camp.

      "The Dothveks aren't so bad," Danica told her.

      Bexli gave her boss an arch smile. "I know. We could hear that this morning. It seems like they're more than not so bad."

      Danica tried not to blush again, as she watched K’alvek walking toward them. "You're right. To be honest, I'm pretty okay being stuck here with him. I'll be happier once we have our crew back together, but at least we're all alive. Mourad probably thought we'd starve or die of thirst when he marooned us down here."

      Holly popped a bite of bread into her mouth. "The joke's on him. He's still out there trying to hunt down Dr. Max Dryden, and he stranded her with us."

      Danica enjoyed the thought that they'd pulled one over on their nemesis, although she hoped Mourad never realized his mistake. She didn't like to imagine what the sadistic bounty hunter would be like if he was truly angry. Or what he’d do if he returned.

      She eyed K’alvek as he closed the distance between them, and a warm feeling bubbled up in her chest that she knew had nothing to do with his juju.

      "You know," Holly whispered in her ear before stepping away. "These Dothveks would make pretty badass bounty hunters. I wouldn’t mind if the bounty hunter babes became the bounty hunter babes and barbarians.”

      “We’d need a ship for that,” Danica reminded her. “We’re never going to find that here.”

      Bexli shrugged as Pog purred in her lap. “Never say never.”
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      K’alvek made his way past the fire pit, ignoring the restless growl of his stomach. The village was waking slowly, although he noticed that most of the female bounty hunters were already up and moving around outside. Seeing Tommel standing on the edge of the water, he made his way over to join him.

      “I did not think we would see you so early,” the elder Dothvek said.

      K’alvek’s face warmed slightly. There were no secrets among the tents. “I had hoped to see Kush’s rescue party returning.”

      Tommel clasped his hands behind him and rocked back on his bare heels. “If he did not reach them before they went into the city, he will not give up. He will try to break in and get the female.”

      K’alvek grunted, unhappy with what Tommel said, but knowing it was true. “Going into the Crestek city would be suicide.”

      Tommel cut his eyes to K’alvek. “Your cousin will not fail, even if it means death.”

      K’alvek shook his head, as if ridding his mind of the possibility. Kush was his closest friend. He could not lose him. “If he does not return, I will go after him. I have not yet slaked my thirst for Crestek blood.”

      “You still seek vengeance?” Tommel asked.

      Although Danica and her crew had diverted K’alvek’s focus, he had not forgotten his father’s death and his desire to see his enemy pay for it. During the battle to save the women, he’d slayed several Cresteks, but their deaths had not given him any satisfaction.

      “Blood may not be the answer to what you seek,” Tommel continued when K’alvek did not answer.

      “You sound very much like my mother,” K’alvek grumbled, hating the petulant sound of his voice.

      Tommel did not bristle at this. “She is a very wise woman. I have been compared to worse.”

      “Wiser than the male who shares her bed.”

      The elder rested a hand on K’alvek’s arm. “Tread carefully. He is not wise, but he is shrewd. That makes him dangerous.”

      “I do not fear him,” K’alvek said.

      “Not while your mother’s presence protects you and keeps him in check.”

      K’alvek swallowed hard, hating the reminder that his mother was only Zatvar’s mate to keep him safe. He balled his fists as he thought of the unworthy warrior who’d taken his father’s place. “The clan will not follow him forever. Not if he holds his truce in higher regard than battle and honor.”

      Tommel cocked his head to one side. “Perhaps not.”

      The jebels brayed, the noise drowning out the soft sounds of low voices and a quiet breeze rustling the tent fabric. K’alvek glanced behind him at his mate, as she stood beside her crewmate with hair like fire.

      “Not all of us will be blessed by the goddesses with a mind mate,” Tommel said, following his gaze. “Perhaps a Dothvek so lucky does not need to chase vengeance.”

      Before K’alvek could reply, Tommel turned and walked away, disappearing through the maze of tents. Letting out a long breath, K’alvek turned his attention to Danica and her friends as they talked and laughed.

      He felt a brief pang of jealousy at their closeness, and his mind ached to connect to Kush, although he knew his kinsman was too far away. The idea of him behind the Crestek walls made a chill pass through his body. He would not lose another kinsman to his enemy. Not even if he had to tear down every stone in their walls to reach him.
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      Max stumbled over a rock as the cloaked alien jerked her forward. Her breath was hot and uneven, and her side ached from running. She tried to wrench her hand from his grip, but he tightened his hold on her wrist until she yelped in pain.

      How did she get to this point, she wondered to herself. Just a couple of days ago, she was minding her own business and making real headway with her research. That was, until she was taken captive by a bunch of female bounty hunters. She still couldn’t believe there was a bounty on her head. Her. A scientist. She’d never crossed anyone as long as she’d lived. She’d had her nose jammed too deep in her research to get mixed up in galactic politics. Regardless, here she was, marooned on a sand planet and being dragged off by a bunch of aliens, who were running from another bunch of even more menacing aliens. This was clearly not her day.

      “Faster.” The cloaked alien’s language sounded rough and guttural to her ears, but thanks to her universal translator implant, she could understand him. Most of the time.

      “I can’t,” she said, as black spots danced in front of her eyes.

      Another rough tug of her hand, and she looked up to see city gates looming in front of them. They appeared to be made of wood, which shimmered as gold as the sands, and Max wondered if it came from the decimated forests they’d passed through earlier. The iridescent gold wood had been polished to a high shine, and caught the fading light from the suns. She would have found it pretty, if the thought of being locked up behind it wasn’t so terrifying.

      The gates must have been over ten meters high and, although they were made from a natural substance, there was nothing rustic about them. With no apparent handles, they connected seamlessly to a slightly lower stone wall that extended out in both directions and curved around to enclose the city. These aliens have a serious security complex, she thought. Either that, or all the barbarians from the desert were as terrifying as these guys thought they were.

      She glanced over her shoulder and spotted the smoke billowing from the desert. She wasn’t positive what had been blown up, but she had a feeling she didn’t need to worry about fixing the ship she’d arrived in anymore.

      Another alien prodded her forward from behind, as the gates swung open on silent hinges. She moved slowly, captivated by the graceful movement of the massive, wooden structure, even though the alien holding her hand tried to rush forward, clearly impatient and eager to be inside his city walls.

      Before she could get through the gates, the hoard of the barbarians who attacked earlier appeared and rushed through the group of cloaked aliens, knocking them down with expert swipes of curved blades. She didn’t know how they’d crept up so stealthily, but Max froze in place as the group erupted into chaos. The alien who’d held on so cruelly to her wrist, was felled with a single swipe and dropped to the ground.

      “Shit.” She backed away, staring down as blood pooled around the dead alien.

      She caught a glimpse of Tori, hair flying wildly behind her and sharp steel glinting as she slashed with her needle-like hair pins. She wanted to call out to the woman, but her voice seemed trapped in her throat. Why was Tori with these barbarians? Even without knowing what was going on, she knew she’d rather be with Tori, than stuck with the aliens who’d been dragging her across the planet.

      Before she could run, she was pushed from behind and then another hand closed around her wrist. Voices screamed to close the gates, and her breath caught in her chest as she was yanked forward and through the city gates moments before they slammed shut.

      Max fell to the ground, her entire body shaking, as she fought the bitter bile rising up in her throat. When she finally did look up, another wave of nausea threatened to level her. The cloaked alien stood above her breathing heavily, his dark eyes flashing as he stared down at her with a mixture of triumph and curiosity.

      Behind him was a crowd of massive creatures with the same dark-gold skin and pointed ears, their expressions startled as they gazed down at her. Max swallowed hard. She was surrounded by aliens who didn’t seem all that friendly, now she was a captive in their city, and Tori was on the other side of the gate. Things were going from bad to worse.
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      Mourad stood on the bridge of his ship, pacing and pounding a fist into his hand. They'd been searching the sector for days, but there was no sign of the doctor anywhere. It had been days since they'd blown up the remains of Danica's ship, and now he cursed himself for wasting time by swinging back around to the planet.

      He knew he'd done it out of frustration and the desire to feel like he'd crushed the pathetic females completely. At the time, it had felt good to watch the hull exploding and to know they would have no way off, even if they had survived. He hadn't cared that the ship had been empty when they'd scanned it. The stupid women had probably wandered off into the desert and dropped dead, he told himself. They were no concern of his, and would never again be a threat to his business. That was all that mattered. And finding his rightful bounty.

      "Tell me again what we know," he barked at one of his crew.

      The man standing at a console punched a few buttons and began reading off the screen. "Dr. Max Dryden. Earthling scientist specializing in minerals. Supposedly working on a new renewable power source. Ten-thousand-credit bounty on his head, placed by the leadership of the Collective."

      Mourad grunted. "That's all?"

      "Last known location was Sethi Prime."

      "Where we followed those females who pretend to be bounty hunters." Mourad's top lip curled up at the thought of Danica and her crew. "If the doctor had been there, they would have found him. They did not. We searched every corner of their ship."

      One of the other crewmembers gave a low laugh. "Then blew it up."

      Mourad joined him in laughing. He enjoyed thinking of those arrogant females stranded on an empty sand planet with no way to escape. It served them right for trying to compete with him. They had no right trying to be bounty hunters. It was a warrior's work and they were not warriors. They were women, useful for one thing only.

      He felt a throbbing in his groin as he thought of the female on their ship with the wild, dark hair who had tried to stab him with long needles. She had spirit, and he liked it when females fought back. Even if he always overpowered them and forced them to submit. He would have liked to spread her legs, impale her on his cock, and pound her into submission. He felt a flash of regret he had not taken the opportunity to take her while he had the chance. Grinning at the thought, he then shook it from his head. He could not be distracted from the task at hand.

      "That cannot be all we know about this doctor. If he is so famous, there must be records or images." He slammed a beefy palm against the hull. "Find me something."

      His boots echoed as he stomped across the floor. He needed that bounty. He had been counting on those credits. He already owed half of them to a loan shark on Taurine. A loan shark who made him look like a pussycat.

      "Sir," one of his crew waved him over. "I've found an image, though I don't think it's the same doctor we're looking for."

      Mourad strode across the wide bridge to him. "Why not?"

      The long-haired crewman looked up at his captain as he motioned to an image on his screen. "See for yourself."

      Mourad leaned in close to the grainy image. Short, dark hair. Blue eyes. High cheekbones. The same woman he'd encountered with Danica on her ship. Dr. Max Dryden was a woman.

      Rage immediately rose up inside him. That whore had played him. She'd had the doctor all along, and had tricked him into thinking it was another member of her crew. Luckily, he knew what to do with people who crossed him, and he knew just where to find them.

      He balled his hands into tight fists. "Set a course for the sand planet. If those bounty-hunter bitches survived, we're going to find them."
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      Kush held up a fist to tell the others to stop running, pausing near a boulder to catch his breath. Even though it was not as hot as running across the sands that comprised most of his planet, he found the higher elevation more tiring. He shifted the wide, leather strap across his bare chest, removing a water skin and handing it to one of the two human females who ran with them.

      He was impressed that the small creatures had kept up with them so well, especially the one with straight dark hair pulled back and warm brown eyes. Caro, that was her name. She was slender and not as muscular as her friend, but she hadn’t complained or asked them to slow once.

      She took the water from him with a grateful smile. “Thanks. I needed a break.”

      Kush instinctively touched a finger to the flat curved device behind his ear, the one that translated their words for him. He’d been suspicious when the offworlders had offered it to him, but he had to admit that it made communication much easier than trying to pantomime everything.

      “Are you kidding?” the other female asked, even though she rested her hands on her knees. “We can’t slow down now.”

      Her wild mane of dark curls spilled freely down her back, the needle-like sticks that had previously held it up clasped in her hands as weapons. She dragged a hand across her forehead, her brown skin glistening with sweat.

      “A short break won’t kill us, Tori,” her friend said. “Not all of us have the endurance of Zevrians.”

      “It helps that our home world is a toxic minefield.” Tori gave a mirthless laugh. “If you aren’t fast, you’re dead.”

      Kush eyed the bumps arching over Tori’s eyes. She was the only one of the females who had them, so he assumed the all-female crew who had crash landed on his planet was made up of different species. One thing he knew for sure. They were not Dothvek like him.

      If they were Dothvek, they would have gold skin, ridges sweeping out from their spines, and pointed ears. They would also be taller and broader. These creatures—even the Zevrian—he could toss over his shoulder and barely notice the weight. To be fair, Dothvek females were not quite as muscular as the men, although there were now far fewer of them to compare to.

      Kush shifted from one foot to the other as Caro handed him back the water skin. Did these females know how desperately his people needed mates? He doubted it. Even though their captain had seemingly fallen for his cousin, K'alvek, he wasn’t sure if even she knew how valuable she and her crew were on his planet.

      He gave his head a small shake. Worrying about the fate of his people and their dwindling numbers was not his concern right now. Now, his mission was to lead the hunting party and track down the female crew member who’d been taken by the Dothvek’s enemy, the Cresteks. It was these Cresteks and their desire for progress who’d created the illness responsible for wiping out most of their females, and since their people descended from the same tribe, the Dothvek women had eventually been decimated as well.

      Not important now, Kush reminded himself. Focus on the mission.

      The small group of Dothvek warriors shifted restlessly after drinking and catching their breath. Kush leaned back as he poured a thin stream of the clear liquid into his mouth, closing his eyes as the faint sweetness of the water reminded him of the oasis where his tent sat of the edge of the wide blue pool. If he closed his eyes, he could hear the tiny bells tied to the edges of the tents as the wind passed through and the braying of the jebels as they waited to be ridden across the sands. The meat would be roasting over the fire, crackling on the spit as the fat fell into the hot coals below. He breathed in and imagined the rich scent. He could almost taste the savory meat with its crispy skin.

      Kush ignored the twinge of longing and the rumble of his stomach. He would be glad when he’d rescued the female and could return home. Even though he was widely known as the clan’s best tracker, he loved nothing more than the comfort of his tent.

      “What happens if we don’t get to Max in time?” Caro asked, casting a worried look over her shoulder toward the stone city that rose up in the distance. 

      “We will retrieve her,” he told her, hooking the water skin to his strap.

      “We’d better,” Tori said, cracking her knuckles. “She’s worth a lot.”

      “Tor.” Caro shot the woman a look.

      Tori let out a sigh. “Not as a bounty anymore. I mean as a crew mate. Dr. Max Dryden is smart. She’s the perfect addition to our group.”

      Caro grinned. “I’m glad you’ve come around. Plus, we kind of owe her for kidnapping her and getting her marooned on a desert planet.”

      “We didn’t kidnap her,” Tori said. “She was a legitimate bounty, and we’re legitimate bounty hunters. Well, we were. I don’t know what we are now since we don’t have a way off this ball of sand.”

      Caro frowned. “We’re still the bounty hunter babes, or bounty hunter bitches, if you prefer,” she said, when she saw Tori’s scowl at the name they’d been given by jealous rivals. “We’ll find a way out of this. We always do. But first we need to get Max back from those creepy aliens.”

      Tori scanned the group of Dothveks. “I’m glad we fell in with theses guys. They’re definitely more my type than the ones in those hoods.”

      “Makes sense,” Caro said with a grin. “These guys do have a Conan vibe.”

      Tori’s forehead furrowed.

      “I guess you didn’t have Conan the Barbarian on the Zevrian home world.”

      “Earthlings,” Tori muttered, shaking her head.

      Kush could understand most of what they were saying, although he did not know this Conan they spoke of. He hoped he was a valiant warrior, like his people.

      He flinched as he thought of the Cresteks. Even though they shared many physical similarities—their people evolving from a single tribe over a thousand solar rotations ago— they were nothing alike. The others did not wear their hair long, nor did they have the tribal markings on their chests or arms. They wore cloaks, and it was said that their skin could not take the heat of the suns anymore.

      Kush gave a snort of derision. Typical.

      The Cresteks left the sands millennia ago to build a city, evolving into a society so different that they had lost the ability to communicate empathically. It was rumored they also live for fewer rotations now and not over a hundred like the Dothveks did. He feared them because they looked like his people but do not live like them. They were a warning.

       Brushing the thoughts of the Cresteks from his mind, he picked up the folded blue cloak he’d dropped beside him. The one he’d taken from a fallen Crestek. He knew it might come in handy if he needed to use subterfuge as well as speed and strength.

      Kush had no doubt of their success. Dothveks were fearsome warriors and skilled trackers, and he’d trained hard to be the best tracker of the tribe. It was why K'alvek asked him to lead the hunting party. He had never failed to prove himself to his tribe, and he wouldn’t fail now.

      “Ready?” he asked the females.

      “Thought you’d never ask,” Tori answered, flashing her pointed teeth as she grinned.

      They took off at a run, Kush casting a glance at the rocks that rose up behind him. He knew that the ocean of sand lay beyond the craggy range, and on the dunes was his home. Turning back around, he focused on the outlines of the Crestek city in the distance. The stone city jutted up into the air, fading sunlight hitting the tall spires and protruding towers, and his stomach clenched.

      He’d never been inside where the Cresteks dwelled. He’d only heard tales of their opulence and decadence. Now he was running toward it, the ground beneath his feet changing from hard rock to dusty soil.

      Kush sucked in lungfuls of air. It was cool, not hot and arid like the air he usually breathed, and he smelled the moisture in it. He already missed the heat on his skin and the warmth of two suns beating down. Looking up through the broken canopy of spindly trees, he saw his two suns—one orange and one a pale yellow verging on white—sinking lower in the sky.

      Night is coming.

      He picked up the pace, ignoring the searing in his chest as he forced himself to run faster. He did not want to be near the enemy when darkness fell.

      

      
        
        Chapter Two

      

      

       

      Dr. Max Dryden stumbled alongside the cloaked alien, cursing to herself. How had all this happened?

      Only a few days ago, she’d been working peacefully on her crystalline energy project—a project that could result in cleaner and cheaper energy for the entire galaxy, thank you very much—when a bunch of bounty hunting women had kidnapped her. She’d barely been put on their ship when another bounty hunter, this one definitely not female and a lot less pleasant, boarded their ship and disabled it, marooning them on a desert planet.

      Luckily—or not, maybe—the women had hidden her identity and kept her from being taken by the rough and menacing bounty hunter, Mourad. That meant that she’d ended up stranded on a primitive planet with the very people who’d taken her captive in the first place, although she’d grown to like the crew of five women since then and even tried to help them fix their damaged ship.

      “Because you’re an idiot,” she mumbled to herself, swallowing hard and wishing her throat didn’t feel like sandpaper.

      Of course, that wasn’t true. She was far from an idiot. Actually, she was considered a genius by everyone in her field, not that her colleagues had always understood her. Max had always refused to work for the big galactic conglomerates, rejecting the big payday for the freedom to do what she wanted. That meant that she spent a lot of time alone, scraping by in far-flung planets and doing her research alone. Not that being alone bothered her. In fact, she preferred it.

      She’d been considered an oddball growing up. Petite and slim, she’d always favored wearing her dark hair short and had never had any interest in dresses or makeup or anything meant to attract men. It wasn’t that she didn’t like them, but they all seemed to prefer women who flirted and simpered and pretended to be dumb. That so wasn’t her.

      No, Max would take her lab over an arrogant, insecure man any day. And she had. For years. Which is why I was on the verge of one of the biggest scientific discoveries of the century, she thought to herself.

      Not that her brilliance was doing her any good now. For the first time in her life, she wished she were one of those leggy bimbos she usually rolled her eyes at. At least long legs would help her move faster. As it was, she was practically jogging to keep up with the big aliens who’d taken her from the bounty hunter ship.

      Who gets kidnapped multiple times in the same day? Just when she and the bounty hunter engineer, Holly, had been about to restore power to the ship’s comms systems, a bunch of big aliens in hooded cloaks had arrived with blasters drawn. If the fierce looking security chief, Tori, had been with them they might have stood a chance but Holly was injured and Max wasn’t great with weapons.

      She darted a glance to the hooded guy next to her—the one with a hand clamped around her arm. She’d be willing to try her hand with a weapon if it meant getting away from these creeps. Especially since it was just her now.

      Holly had been taken when the pack of barbarians had attacked them earlier. Max didn’t know if the wild looking aliens with long hair and bare chests were better or worse than the ones she was with now, but she thought she’d seen Tori fighting with them.

      Not that it mattered much at this point. She and the few aliens the barbarians hadn’t cut down with their curved blades were almost at the city walls. Tipping her head back, Max gazed at the high stone walls that were coming into view. She might have to adjust her thoughts around the aliens who inhabited the sand planet.

      The polished stone glinted in the fading sunlight, the saw tooth pattern at the top of the walls alternated with decorative points. She could see towers and domed roofs peeked above the walls, some of them brightly painted. The walls stretched both far and wide, and she wondered how large the city was that was held within the walls—and why they felt the need to build such impressive defenses. She remembered reading about ancient Earth civilizations with castle walls like this, but she’d never imagined she’d lay eyes on one.

      The alien holding her jerked at her arm, and she jerked back. “I can’t go any faster.”

      He cut his eyes to her from under his hood and said something her universal translator decoded to mean that she needed to hurry.

      “Yeah, I get it,” she said. “But we’ve been walking for hours and my legs are half the length of yours.”

      She knew they could only understand some of what she said, but it still felt good to talk back. Keeping quiet had never been one of her strengths. Maybe if it had, and she hadn’t shared her scientific findings with some colleagues, she wouldn’t have ended up with a bounty on her head.

      The alien mumbled something that she couldn’t make out, but she ignored it. He seemed about as thrilled with her as she was with him. She hoped that getting inside the city would mean this guy would finally let her go.

      Gulping, Max watched as massive gates they approached began to glide open. Instead of being made out of stone, the gates were crafted from a polished wood that shimmered gold, just like the sand that covered most of the planet and just like the aliens’ skin. Moving silently, the huge doors opened, and she was prodded forward.

      Her heart pounded as she tried to peer past the gates and into the city. Where exactly were they taking her and what was inside? Once she was behind the walls, she was pretty sure there was no getting out. Not that she had much choice. After being dragged across a desert, through a mountain pass, and across more barren land with barely any breaks or water, she was in no shape to make a run for it.

      The small group of aliens hurried forward, but before they could get through the gates, Max saw a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye. One of the cloaked aliens dropped as if he was a puppet who’d had his strings cut.

      Max stopped moving, bracing as the same barbarians who had attacked earlier swarmed them. The alien holding her was killed with a single slash of a flashing curved blade, and she staggered away from him, watching blood seep from his wound and soak the ground.

      “Fuck.” She’d been so close to the blade she’d heard the hum as it had cut through the air.

      Max spotted Tori fighting alongside the bare-chested barbarians and tried to call out, but her mouth wouldn’t work. She knew she should run, but her feet were rooted to the spot as screams surrounded her.

      Move, Maxine. She could almost her mother’s voice in her head, calling her the name she’d always despised. Typical, she thought. Even dead, my mother is driving me crazy.

      But the voice snapped her out of her shock, and she turned toward Tori. If she could only make it to the woman with wild dark hair who was slashing aliens with her needle-like hair pins. But before she could move, Max was pushed forward roughly. Another hand clamped around her wrist, following her through the gates only moments before they slammed shut.

      She collapsed to the ground, partly from exhaustion and partly from the force of the push. Her hands hit the paving stones, and pain shot up her arms. She stayed on the ground heaving, as bile threatened to choke her.

      The bounty hunters had tried to rescue her, and she’d blown it. Tears stung her eyes. She’d completely ruined her chance to get away, and now she was stuck behind some pretty imposing walls with a bunch of aliens who didn’t seem all that friendly.

      Looking up, Max saw the cloaked alien who’d grabbed her wrist as she’d been forced inside the city. His dark eyes flashed from underneath the hood, but the look wasn’t the same derisive one she’d been getting all day from the alien who now lay dead outside the walls. No, this look was more curious than anything.

      Her eyes traveled past him to the crowd gathering around her. All large creatures with gold skin and pointed ears, wearing cloaks in various colors that swirled around their legs.

      She rubbed her bare arms and wished she were wearing more than the black vest she’d been given so she would blend in more with the bounty hunter women. Despite the fact that she was on a desert planet, she felt a chill pass through her as hundreds of eyes watched her.

      Obviously they haven’t seen a human before, she thought. Max had an urge to explain that most humans were taller than her, even the women, but she realized it didn’t matter. They were all over seven feet tall, so even the tallest human she’d ever met was shorter than them. Probably more interesting to them was the fact that her skin wasn’t gold like theirs and her ears didn’t have pointed tips. Even the barbarians who’d just attacked the group had both features, so she suspected it was a planet-wide thing. Or maybe the two groups were related, although they seemed to behave pretty differently.

      The aliens stared at her, although she wasn’t sure if they were genuinely perplexed or if their upturned eyebrows just made them look that way.

      The alien who’d pushed her inside pulled himself up to his full height and gave her a smile that bordered on a sneer. “Welcome to the Crestek city.”

      Why did Max feel like that was a warning instead of a welcome?

      The alien in the blue cloak who’d taken her wrist held out a hand to help her up, giving her a small nod. “Come.”

      His tone was not as harsh and insistent as the others, and she let him pull her up. When he turned her palms up and inspected the scrapes, she flinched for a moment before feeling a comforting warmth spread up her arms.

      “You, agasi,” an alien in a dark brown cloak barked at the one beside her. “Bring her.”

      Max felt the alien holding her hands flinch at the word “agasi,” but he slipped a hand to her elbow and moved her forward. She craned her neck to look over her shoulder at the city gates, now locked in place. She couldn’t hear anything through the thick wood, but she wondered if Tori had survived the battle. Knowing the fierce Zevrian, she was pretty sure she had.

      Would the bounty hunters keep coming for her? Even though she’d made friends with Holly, she wondered if they still considered her a bounty. Were they trying to rescue her so they could cash in, or were they trying to free her because they considered her one of them? She’d never had a ton of friends, so she wasn’t always great at judging whom she could trust. She wanted to think the women wouldn’t sell her after everything they’d been through together.

      Turning back around, she kept her eyes down as she was guided forward. Either way, she needed to get off the planet and back to her research. She’d worked too hard to let her discovery die.

      That meant she had to escape from the city. She darted a glance at the hulking alien beside her and let out a long breath. Easier said than done, Maxine.
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