
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      Snatched by bounty hunters. Captured by aliens. Guarded by a warrior with a dangerous secret.

      

      It wasn’t bad enough that scientist Max Dryden was taken as a bounty by an all-female space bounty hunter crew. Nope, that was only the beginning. When the bounty hunters were marooned on a sand planet, she was captured by aliens and taken to their city. Now she’s got a personal bodyguard and captor watching her every move.

      

      One problem. He’s not one of the aliens who took her. He’s one of the sand barbarians sent by the bounty hunter women to break her out and bring her back. Since she’s determined to find a way off the planet and out of captivity, he’s a very big and very hot distraction she doesn’t need.

      

      His mission was to infiltrate the Crestek city, find the human female, and bring her back to his Dothvek village and the other women. Well, he found her all right. Now he’s serving as her personal guard, locked inside the luxurious suite in the enemy city, and trying to ignore the fact that the human scientist he was sent to rescue is a beautiful, intriguing female. Can he get them both out without being discovered? Or losing his heart?
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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 that was pulled back, and eyes that slanted up slightly. Caro, he thought her name was. 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 given 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 eyebrows and sweeping up and into her hairline. 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 virus responsible for wiping out most of their own 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 taking drinks 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 at 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 and sitting around the fire with his cousin and best friend since birth. But K’alvek sent him to recover the human, which he’d pledged to do before returning home.

      “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 crewmate. 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 are 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.”

      Kush remembered the horrified looks on the females’ faces when their ship had been blown up, but somehow it hadn’t crushed their spirits. The females were tougher than he’d originally thought.

      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 these guys. They’re definitely more my type than the ones in those hooded cloaks.”

      “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 sun 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 lived for fewer rotations now, and not over a hundred like the Dothveks did. He feared them because they looked like his people, but did 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 cousin or his tribe, and he wouldn’t fail now.

      “Ready?” he asked the females.

      “Thought you’d never ask,” Tori answered, flashing her slightly 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.
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      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 on far-flung planets and doing her research solo, apart from her droid. Not that being alone bothered her. In fact, she preferred it.

      She’d always been considered an oddball growing up. Petite and slim, she’d 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. Her own mother probably would have preferred a daughter like that, someone more like her. But she got Max and had never really known what to do with a daughter more interested in equations than eyeshadow.

      It wasn’t like her mother was the only person in her life who hadn’t understood her. Most men thought her obsessions with books and experiments were odd. Not that she cared anymore.

      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 within a couple of days? 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. 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 sawtooth pattern at the top of the walls alternating with decorative points. She could see towers and domed roofs peeking above the walls, some of them brightly painted. The walls stretched both far and wide, and she wondered about the size of the city within the walls—and why the Cresteks 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—apparently, the universal translator devices they wore inside their ears were not as developed or as skilled as her implant—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 the massive gates 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 were 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 judgmental 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 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 sleeveless 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 slanted 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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      As Max was led deeper into the city, her panic began to fade, and she started to pay attention to her surroundings. Instead of golden sand or dry dirt, the city was paved with polished stone, and it glimmered under her feet. The two suns had dipped beneath the city walls, but light glowed from round lanterns suspended overhead and strung between buildings and over the wide passageways.

      The buildings themselves were made from the same stone, with flat-topped roofs and the occasional dome protruding above the rest. Brightly colored fabric awnings arched over doorways, with tassels adorning the edges, and strings of beads dangling from others. Faces poked out from windows and aliens walked by, craning to get a better look as they passed. They didn’t all wear dark robes as she’d thought—some were pale blue, some silver, some green.

      Instead of the heat of the sand dunes, the city felt cool as the suns set, making Max’s arms prickle with goose bumps. Who knew I’d miss the brutal heat of the desert, she thought with a mirthless laugh. The alien guiding her looked down, rubbing his large hand up and down her arm and warming her skin.

      “Okay, that was weird,” Max muttered to herself, although grateful she was no longer cold.

      They crossed what appeared to be the city square, where aliens sat on gleaming, stone cubes, and a single tree rose into the air, its blue branches bare and covered with curling bark. Across the square was a tall, stone building shaped like a cylinder and fronted with a serpentine walkway, which she was hurried up.

      The alien in the lead paused when another dark-cloaked man appeared at the door. “We only have one.”

      The other alien frowned. “The rest?”

      “Dothveks.” The word was said as if it were a curse, and the second alien’s expression darkened.

      Max guessed the Dothveks were the guys who didn’t wear as much clothing—the ones Tori had been fighting alongside. She was starting to really wish she’d ended up with those aliens. There was something creepy and ominous about this city, and the way everyone stared at her.

      Finally, the alien at the door flicked his gaze to her and nodded. “Take her up.”

      Max let out a sigh as they entered the building and she discovered that “up” meant a winding ramp with doors at each landing that seemed to stretch up forever. At least, it looked that way from the bottom. She guessed the Cresteks didn’t do stairs.

      By the time they were halfway up the ramp, she felt her legs dragging. The alien holding her slipped an arm around her waist and propelled her forward.

      When they finally stopped in front of a huge door at the very top, Max felt like crying. Her knees shook and her thighs burned. Okay, so maybe she spent too much time in her lab, she thought.

      The Crestek in front unlocked the wooden door with an oversized key and leaned on it to push it open.

      She tried not to gawk as she got her first glimpse of the room. It was a far cry from her Spartan quarters on the research outpost, and definitely better than the cell she’d been given on the bounty-hunter ship. If she was being honest, it looked like what she’d imagined a harem might look like when she’d read old Earth stories about sultans.

      The room was spacious, with gleaming, wooden floors and almost no furniture. The walls were lined with a built-in, cushioned divan that was large enough for one of the massive aliens to lie on, or a bunch of them to lie on end-to-end. On the far side was a round bed on a raised platform, covered with shimmering fabrics and piled high with pillows. On another raised platform was a sunken tub big enough for several people, already filled with water sending up steam. Glowing cylinders surrounded the tub and gave the impression of pillar candles, though Max could tell there was no flame. Her nose twitched at the scent of the steam—a blend of floral and citrus that made her shoulders instinctively relax.

      The room had no windows, but a round skylight in the ceiling sat over a large, colorful rug surrounded by more oversized cushions. A tray with fresh fruit and three blue-glass goblets perched on the edge of the rug, along with another glowing, fake candle. A clear container shaped like an oversized wine bucket was positioned beside the food, and held a bright-blue liquid with several bottles bobbing in it. Max’s mouth watered as it hit her just how thirsty she was. She hoped one of the bottles held water.

      In an alcove to the side there was an open shower with a waist-high stone partition dividing it from the rest of the room. A door next to the shower led into what she assumed was the bathroom, and she was grateful that wasn’t out in the open. Looking up, she saw the last rays of daylight peeking through the skylight in the high ceiling. Otherwise, the room was dim and illuminated by the glow of the pseudo candles.

      Max gulped, her pulse fluttering. Everything about the room screamed sex. She was almost surprised cheesy, vintage porno music wasn’t playing in the background.

      The Crestek in front waved her inside without blinking twice. Clearly, he thought the room was completely appropriate.

      “This is where you will stay.” He turned to the alien who still held her and lowered his voice. “Stay with her, agasi. Watch her.”

      That word again. Was it the other alien’s name? Doubtful, since he twitched every time it was uttered.

      The Crestek closed the door behind him, and threw a bolt. Okay, if there was any doubt she was being held prisoner, that erased it.

      Before she could tell the alien holding her that she didn’t need a bodyguard to stay inside her room, he scooped her up and carried her to the bed.

      Max was so startled by the sudden action—and how quickly and gracefully someone so huge could move—she didn’t do much but swat at him before he dropped her onto the cushions and straightened up to his full and impressive height, his hood slipping off his head to reveal his long hair and the beginnings of a tribal tattoo on his chest.

      Shit, Max thought, scrambling back. He isn’t a Crestek. He’s one of the desert barbarians.

      His dark braid swung forward as he put one knee on the bed and leaned over her, his eyes flashing with heat.

      Max’s heart hammered in her chest as she glanced around her. And I’m locked inside a sex suite with him.
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      Kush was as surprised as anyone when he took Max’s hand and dashed inside the Crestek city, wearing the cloak he took off one of the fallen Cresteks from earlier in the day. It wasn’t something he’d planned ahead of time, but when he saw that she was being pulled inside, he decided he could do more for her if he was by her side. He’d promised his cousin K’alvek that he would rescue the female, and that was what he was going to do, even if it meant hiding under his enemy’s nose.

      When the city gates slammed closed behind him, his stomach tightened. There was no going back now. He pulled his hood down low and clutched the front of the cloak tight around his neck, hoping no one would think to look beneath it and notice his long braid or the dark tattoo that covered his chest.

      The enemy cloak was snug on him, straining over his broad shoulders and making his movements constricted, but this worked to his advantage since the Cresteks walked slower and made less-bold movements than Dothveks. Even though he disliked the sensation of the fabric covering his skin, it hid him well, and none of the Cresteks noticed that one of their enemies had snuck into their city.

      Max didn’t know he was Dothvek, either, allowing him to lead her without protest. Not that an offworlder would know the difference between their people, he reminded himself.

      Keeping his head down, Kush remained by the female’s side without question as they moved through the walled city. It took all his concentration to ignore the softness of her skin as he held her arm. He’d never touched skin that wasn’t hard like his, and he fought the urge to stroke it. When she shivered, he rubbed her flesh instinctively, only stopping when he sensed her curiosity.

      He was supposed to be a Crestek, he reminded himself. Cresteks couldn’t sense other’s feelings, and they had never been known for their kindness. But they were clever enough to build this city, he thought, peeking out from under the fabric to see the place he’d heard his people whisper about for so many years.

      The first thing that struck Kush about the city was how loud it was. There was no soft song of animals braying and bells tinkling like in the Dothvek oasis. Instead, voices ricocheted off the buildings, and hard shoes slapped against the polished stone covering the ground. Luckily, the cloak was long enough to hide the fact that he did not wear shoes. A taller Dothvek, like K’alvek, would not have been so lucky.

      He fought the urge to reach out and touch the stone buildings. He knew they were made from the same substance as the mountains, but they’d been polished until they gleamed. The colorful awnings reminded him of the tents in his village, and he wondered if they were a holdover from the time when the Cresteks had also lived on the sands. Not that anyone was still alive to remember that time over a thousand solar rotations ago. No, if this was a remnant of the past, the current Cresteks were unaware of it.

      Keeping his head bowed as they passed through an open square, Kush made sure not to meet the eyes of anyone. Luckily, they were only curious about her, and didn’t even spare him a glance. He could sense wariness from the Cresteks, but also interest from the males that looked at her. He tightened his grip on her arm slightly, surprised by his own rush of anger and his desire to keep her from them.

      Focus on your mission, he reminded himself.

      When they entered a tall building, the female nearly fell. Kush caught her and put an arm around her waist, feeling how fragile she was, and being careful not to hold her too tightly. He knew he could easily break her in two, since she had no hard skin or ridges to protect her. Just soft skin, and very little muscle.

      He marveled at how small she was—even slighter than the other females from her crew—but, despite her short hair, he knew she was a mature female from the curve of her breasts and the flair of her hips. Even though her clothes were dirty, and she had been traveling on foot for nearly a day, Kush detected a faint hint of flowers when he inhaled. Bending lower, he breathed deeper and the scent was stronger. Did she put scent in her hair?

      When she looked up and locked eyes with him, Kush’s own knees almost buckled. Long lashes framed her large, blue eyes, and she had smudges of black under them that had streaked and faded. Even though she looked disheveled and weary, he thought she was the most alluring female he’d ever seen.

      He looked away quickly, letting her touch ground him as they walked up the curved ramp of the building. Wrapping his arm around her to prevent her from stumbling, Kush propelled her up the rest of the way because he knew she was too exhausted to walk.

      The tight ball in his gut hardened the higher they went. What was he doing, letting the Cresteks take them up into the tall building? How was he going to get her out now? He pushed aside his worries, knowing she was too weak to run, even if he decided to make a break for it now. Even if he threw her over his shoulder, they’d never make it out of the building. No, he’d need to wait until she was rested and until he could come up with a plan.

      When the Crestek opened a door to a room at the very top, Kush was relieved the hooded cloak hid his face from view as his mouth gaped. He’d always felt that his tent at the oasis was comfortable, with leathers and woven blankets covering a mound of soft sand for him to sleep on, and a gap in the top letting in both sun and moonlight, but this room had a round bed large enough for several Dothveks, and was draped with fabrics so delicate they shimmered. He’d never heard of an artificial lake, but there was one in the room, with steam rising off it.

      Kush felt Max’s surprise, as well. It was not what she expected. He sensed something else. Embarrassment? A word floated through his mind that was not his own. Porno. What was “porno?”

      “This is where you will stay,” the Crestek said, then lowered his voice and gave him a scant glance. “Stay with her, agasi. Watch her.”

      Kush almost exhaled audibly, although he flinched at being called an agasi. From the color of his robe, the Crestek believed him to be a Crestek guard. An “agasi.” Although it was not a Dothvek word, he knew it from stories he thought were only exaggerations. If the tales were true, an agasi was a male who had been castrated and was used to guard females. Kush shivered at the thought, disgusted by the way the Crestek culture had developed over the many rotations since they’d abandoned life on the sands.

      Even though the thought of being an agasi was absurd to Kush—his cock was very much a part of him—he would do nothing to dissuade the Crestek of their assumption. He needed to be as close to Max as possible to protect her, and figure out a way to get them both out of there. And if that meant pretending to be an agasi, so be it.

      When the door closed behind them, he felt the wave of exhaustion and relief crash over the female. Before she collapsed on the spot, Kush swooped her up and took her to the bed.

      When she struck him, he remembered that she could not sense his thoughts, and did not know that he was sent by her friends to rescue her.

      Letting his hood fall back so she could see him, and he could explain to her, Kush saw the fear cross her face as she scuttled backward. He leaned over so he could touch her and relay some of the calming energy the Dothveks used to subdue their prey during hunting. But before he reached her arm, he felt panic grip her, knowing even before she opened her mouth that she was going to scream.
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      Max squealed as his large hand clamped over her mouth. He had one arm braced by her side and his body hovered so close to hers she could feel the rising and falling of his chest as it brushed hers.

      What the hell? What was one of the barbarians doing here?

      She struggled as he tried to keep her from screaming, but her thrashing only made her sink deeper into the pile of cushions. Why did the bed have so many damn pillows?

      After a moment, she felt the warmth from his palm pulsing into her, along with a strange sense of calm, and she stopped trying to bite his hand. Her heart still beat wildly, but she thought that might be as much a result as having a huge guy almost on lying top of her as anything else. She didn’t know how long it had been since she’d been this close and personal with a man, but it had been a really long time.

      “Danica,” he said, drawing out the name of the bounty hunter captain she’d crashed onto the planet with. “Tor-ee.”

      She blinked up at him. Okay, she could understand that he might know Tori’s name, since the woman had been part of their attacking party, but how did he know the captain? She’d been missing since she’d gone out into the desert with Tori and the two women had been separated.

      “Is she alive?” Max mumbled beneath his hand, wondering if he could understand her language.

      The alien nodded, glancing down at his hand covering her mouth. He wanted to know if she was still planning to scream if he removed it. Somehow, she knew this without him saying a word.

      She shook her head. She wanted to know how he knew Danica, and what he was doing there, more than she wanted the creepy Cresteks to come running in.

      He slowly slid his hand down, but he didn’t move off her. Instead, his gaze drifted to her mouth, and a jolt of heat shot through her body.

      Come on, Max, she told herself. You’re a scientist. This is simply a chemical reaction probably due to stress and exhaustion. No way do you have the hots for an alien barbarian. Besides, there is definitely no way in hell a guy this gorgeous is attracted to you.

      One of his sloped eyebrows twitched.

      And no way did he understand what she was thinking, right?

      Max put a hand against his chest, grateful the Crestek cloak was between them. “Do you mind giving me some space?”

      He sat back, his knees still on either side of her legs.

      Well, she guessed that was better, although she strangely felt more nervous now that he wasn’t touching her. She propped herself up on her elbows and scooted back. When she could sit up all the way, she looked at him. Aside from the dark braid that hung over his shoulder and the tattoo she could see peeking out from under the top of the cloak, he looked a lot like the other aliens.

      A low growl emanated from his chest, and he sat back completely, standing beside the bed and throwing off the cloak. “I am not like them.”

      Damn straight he wasn’t, Max thought, her mouth going dry. He was definitely not like the Cresteks. His torso was bare, and the muscles hard and sculpted, leading down to a corded stomach and a vee of ridges that disappeared under low-slung, leather pants. A dark tattoo swirled across both sides of his chest, and leather straps were wrapped around his wrists. Although the other aliens were big, this guy was menacing and sexy as hell.

      The corners of his mouth quirked up. There it was again. The sense that he knew what she was thinking about him. Whatever he was.

      “Dothvek,” he said, his voice a low rumble as he touched a fist to his chest. “Kush.”

      “Okay. My mistake. You are not like the other guys.” She tried to steady her breath and tear her eyes away from his pretty stunning body and not think about it, since he seemed to pick up on her thoughts or was very good at reading faces. “Your name is Kush?”

      He relaxed his stance, nodding and seemingly accepting her apology.

      She put a hand to her own chest. “I’m Max. Short for Maxine, but please don’t call me that. It will make me think of my mother, and I really can’t take thinking about my mother right now. The day has been stressful enough.”

      She took a breath. She was babbling. This guy must think I’m an idiot, she thought, as she clamped her mouth shut and willed herself to shut up.

      “Max,” he repeated. For some reason hearing him say her name in his husky voice sent a shiver down her spine and a rush of heat between her legs.

      The corners of Kush’s mouth twitched again, and his dark eyes flared. Oh, for fuck’s sake. Was she that obvious? He must think she was some lovesick idiot the way she was reacting to him. Clearing her throat, she looked down and forced herself to think about something else. Anything else. “So how do you know Danica?”

      “K’alvek. My kinsman.”

      Her translator could interpret Dothvek easier than it could Crestek, although the languages sounded similar to her untrained ear. It didn’t explain how he seemed to be able to understand her, though. “Um, how do you know what I’m saying?”

      He lifted his braid and twisted his head, revealing a flat, curved device pressed to the skin behind one ear. A temporary auditory translator. “Danica’s ship.”

      She remembered that the bounty hunters had tried to put one on her before they realized she was from Earth. Danica and her bounty-hunter crew must have had a store of the devices on their ship so they could communicate with the bounties they captured from all over the galaxy. It made sense—she supposed not all criminals had universal translator implants. It also made this guy’s story about knowing Danica more believable.

      “Did this K’alvek find her? She’s been missing for days,” Max said, hearing her voice crack. “We suspected she was dead.”

      Kush gave another brief nod. “He saved her from the sands. We came to find you at your ship but…”

      “The other guys had already found us,” Max finished the sentence for him, thinking back to the Cresteks appearing in the damaged ship while she and Holly had been trying to fix it. They’d been given no choice but to go with the aliens in the long cloaks holding blasters.

      Kush scowled. “The Cresteks often take what is not theirs.”

      Max wanted to tell him that she and the other women didn’t belong to anyone, but he folded his arms over his chest. “You are not theirs.”

      Why did his insistent words almost make her sigh? Seriously, what was wrong with her? She’d gotten along just fine without a man for most of her life and now she was practically swooning over tall, dark and tatted?

      “So, I take it you and these Cresteks don’t get along?” she said quickly, hoping he wouldn’t notice her cheeks flushing.

      Another deep growl. “They abandoned the land and have become soft. Their greed and decadence make them dangerous.”

      If this room were any indication, Max wouldn’t disagree that the Cresteks seemed to like luxury. And they were clearly no match for the Dothveks, since almost all their men had been killed before they’d reached the city. And they definitely gave off a creepy vibe.

      “So, the other women asked you to save me? That’s why you’re here? That’s why Tori was fighting with you?”

      Kush let out a low laugh. “That one does not like to miss a battle.”

      From what little she knew of the bounty hunters’ security chief, that sounded about right. “So, what’s the plan now?”

      Kush walked underneath the skylight and peered up, then scanned the rest of the room, grunting and shaking his head. “I do not know, yet.”

      Max slipped off the bed and put her hands on her hips. “Wait, you don’t have a plan?”

      He strode over and matched her posture, his much larger hands on his bare hips. “The plan was to take you from the Cresteks, but when they pushed you inside, I had to change my plan and follow you before the doors shut me out.”

      “So, you don’t know how to get us out of here?”

      He frowned. “Not yet, but I have never failed my people.” He stepped closer. “Not ever. I vowed to bring you back safely and I will do that.”

      She swept her arms wide. “And until then we have to stay in here? Together?”

      “Now that I have found you, I will die to keep you safe. You can count on that.”

      A little intense, Max thought, but she guessed she admired his dedication. There was something about the way he looked at her that made her stomach do flips, but she reminded herself that he was only there to do a job. It wasn’t personal. Anyway, when men looked at her it wasn’t in that way. It never had been.

      He gave her a curious look, and closed the distance between them until she could feel the heat from his bare skin. “It is more than a job.”

      Before she could think of a clever response, Max heard a sound at the door and saw Kush’s eyes go wide.
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      K’alvek stepped out of his tent and stretched his long arms up to the sky. His chest was bare, and his leather pants hung low on his hips, and he welcomed the morning air on his skin.

      The suns were rising, and he could already feel the heat burning off the night chill as the sands around the oasis village warmed. A gentle breeze made the iridescent, blue-green fronds bursting from the top of the nearby spindly trees flutter, and the tiny bells attached to the flaps of his tent jingled, the sound muted by the noise of the jebels shuffling and braying in their pen.

      He inhaled deeply, relishing the familiar scents of his home—musky jebel fur mixed with smoldering char from the clan’s fire the night before. The air also carried the faintest trace of moisture from the large, blue pond their tents were huddled beside, and he shaded his eyes with one hand as the rising suns glinted off the glassy surface. Beyond the water stretched the sand dunes, undulating waves shimmering gold until they reached the craggy rocks in the distance. And beyond that…

      K’alvek grunted and jerked his gaze away. Beyond the mountains lay the Crestek city. Since he’d met the human females who’d crashed on his planet, he’d stopped thinking nonstop about exacting his revenge on the Cresteks for killing his father. The ship’s captain, Danica, had proved to be an effective distraction—one for which he was eternally grateful—but that did not mean he had forgotten what the enemy had done, or how much he despised them.

      Now his cousin, and closest friend, Kush was tasked with rescuing one of the human females from the clutches of the Cresteks, and he waited nervously for a report on his progress. Although his people were empathic, he could not sense his kinsman from so far away. The silence made him uneasy.

      “What happened to my morning wake-up call?”

      The soft female voice made him turn, and he looked down to see the tousled, pale hair of the human captain, Danica. His mate. Even though he was learning to decipher her language without even the need for the translator behind his ear, their mind bond made it possible for him to understand her thoughts, as well.

      The corners of his mouth curved into a slow smile as he remembered what the phrase “wake-up call” meant. Any morning that started with him pleasuring the small female was a good morning, and he regretted that the first sounds he’d heard hadn’t been her soft moans.

      “I am sorry.” He brushed a wavy lock of hair off her forehead. “I wanted to let you sleep.”

      She was tall for a human, but still only reached his shoulder. Even though he’d procured dresses for her from the clan’s priestesses, she insisted on the dark pants and T-shirts her crew seemed to favor. He didn’t mind, enjoying the way the snug-fitting pants hugged her curves. And in bed, she preferred wearing nothing, which he also did not mind.

      “Mmhmm.” She did not sound convinced. “You’re worried about the hunting party that went after Max.”

      He didn’t answer, but he didn’t need to. She knew he was anxious for Kush to return. He did not trust the Cresteks, and he feared losing someone else to them.

      Danica slipped her hand into his. “He’s your best tracker, right? You said he’s never failed on a mission. I’m sure he’s on his way back now with Max. Didn’t you already get word that they’d found her?”

      He nodded, finding comfort in the feel of her small hand in his larger one. “But I have not heard since. You do not know the Cresteks. They cannot be trusted.”

      “I know them well enough,” she said.

      He remembered that she had encountered his enemy, and it had gone badly. For her and then for them…once he’d arrived. K’alvek squeezed her hand. “Yes, you do know. Then you remember they are not like Dothveks. They will take what is not theirs.”

      Danica shuddered, even though it was not cold outside. “You think they’d try something with Max?”

      He didn’t meet her eyes. “I think it is important we get your friend back. The Crestek also have more males than females, and she would be a valuable prize for them. I doubt they would give her a choice.”

      K’alvek pulled his mate closer, wrapping an arm around her and remembering how hard it had been for him to give Danica the choice to leave. He’d never done anything as painful, but the idea of forcing a female was unthinkable, even after he’d discovered she was his mind mate. He knew his happiness was only because they both chose to be together, despite the sacrifices.

      “It’s strange,” Danica said, rubbing a hand absently across his bare chest. “Even though Max was a bounty we were bringing in for a big payout, it feels like she’s become part of our crew.”

      “That’s because she is one of us.”

      He and Danica turned as her engineer, Holly, joined them. Like the captain, she had long hair, although hers was flame colored. Unlike the captain, Holly liked wearing wildly colorful clothes, and her top was covered with multihued swirls.

      “While you were out boning tall, dark, and bumpy here.” Holly waved a hand at the sharp ridges sweeping out from K’alvek’s back. “Max was working with me to get the ship repaired, and we both got dragged halfway across the planet with those creepy aliens. She’s smart, tough, and loyal, and we’d be fucking idiots not to add her to our crew.”

      Danica raised an eyebrow, and Holly’s cheeks colored.

      “I mean, we’d be fucking idiots, Captain.”

      Danica laughed. “Don’t worry. I agree with you. Not that it matters much at this point. We have no ship. Even if we wanted to turn in Dr. Max Dryden for the bounty, we couldn’t.”

      “That bounty on her head is bullshit, by the way,” Holly said. “Someone with a lot of money is just after her discovery because it could disrupt the entire synthetic fuel market. Either they want it for themselves, or they want to destroy it and silence her.”

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing she’s stranded with us.”

      Holly grinned, her eyes sliding to K’alvek, and his arm wrapped around Danica. “Silver linings, right?”

      K’alvek looked away from the females, his eye catching on movement on the sands. As a Dothvek hunter, he was trained to notice even the smallest change in the light, since the sands could be deceptive.

      Stepping away from his mate, he strode past the pen of jebels and stood on the edge of the village, his wide, bare feet sinking only slightly into the powdery sand. He squinted, peering as the sunlight illuminated the dunes and made them appear to move.

      No, it was not a mirage. There was definitely something approaching. He tried to sense Kush, but could not. Perhaps they were still too far away, he told himself.

      Danica and Holly had followed him to the edge of the sands, both staring at the growing shapes dark on the horizon.

      “They’re back,” Holly said, bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet. “Max is back!”

      Danica remained silent, no doubt sensing his hesitation. Someone had returned, but K’alvek had a sinking feeling Max was not with them. Or Kush.

      He swallowed hard, forcing himself not to assume the worst. He would know if his closest friend had fallen in battle. Wouldn’t he?

      “Stay here,” he said to the females, before taking long strides to meet the warriors as they crested one of the last dunes before the village.

      His heart sank when he saw that, although the two female bounty hunters from Danica’s crew who’d gone after Max with his kinsmen were with the group, Kush was not, and neither was the female with short dark hair, the one they called Max.

      Tori, Danica’s Zevrian security chief, looked battle worn. Her mane of curls was piled on top of her head, held in place with what he knew were deadly pointed sticks, and blood was smeared on her cheekbones and clothes. The other female, Caro, looked equally exhausted but less bloody, her almond-shaped eyes bleary and her dark hair pulled into an unkempt ponytail.

      “What happened?” K’alvek asked, his voice hoarse. He saw Zatvar, the clan leader, standing to the side of the oasis village and watching the arriving party with a frown. He’d been hesitant about the original mission, and did not look pleased by the look of the returning warriors and females.

      One of the warriors from the hunting party, Vrax, stepped forward, his eyes downcast. “We struck down the Cresteks outside their city gates, but one managed to pull the female inside.”

      “Kush?” K’alvek asked, sensing a tangle of conflicting emotions in the warrior.

      Vrax tossed his loose, dark hair off his shoulders. “He followed her.”

      K’alvek had not expected that. Kush was trapped inside the Crestek city? Panic made his heart pound as he envisioned what might be happening to his friend at the hands of their enemy.

      “He wore a Crestek cloak,” Vrax continued. “They might not have detected him.”

      K’alvek tried to steady his heartbeat, reassuring himself that if anyone could sneak into a den of enemies undetected, it would be Kush, who was known for his stealth and ability to track without being seen. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Zatvar’s frown deepen, clearly displeased that the clan’s best tracker was inside the Crestek city.

      “We thought it best to bring the females back here,” Vrax continued. “The city walls are formidable.”

      “For the record,” Tori said, flashing her pointed teeth. “The ‘females’ did not want to return without our crew mate.”

      Vrax shot her a look. “It was a long journey back.”

      Caro sighed, shaking her head at Tori and Vrax. “Made longer by the constant arguing.”

      “And the fact that his translator is on the fritz. I can understand him, but he can’t understand me.” Tori glared at Vrax. “Infuriating Dothvek.”

      Vrax met K’alvek’s eyes, and K’alvek knew that the warrior understood the female, but had pretended not to. He would have laughed if he weren’t so worried.

      “So, we do not know anything other than they are trapped inside the Crestek city?” he asked, as Tori stomped off toward Danica and Holly, followed by Caro at a wearier pace.

      Vrax jerked his head up and made a sharp clicking noise in the back of his throat. No.

      K’alvek watched Zatvar turn and return to his tent, pushing through the flaps without saying a word. He dreaded having to enter the leader’s domain, especially since his own mother was the male’s new mate. He pushed that thought from his mind.

      “Rest up,” he told the weary warriors. “We should leave for the city shortly. The longer Kush stays inside, the worse for him. And for the female.” K’alvek turned to walk back to the village, but almost stumbled over Danica, who’d come up behind him.

      “The Cresteks have them?” Her voice had lost the softness of earlier and now sounded sharp as it cut through the morning quiet. “What are we going to do?”

      He placed his hands on her shoulders and met her gaze. “We will not do anything. You and your crew will stay here, while I take a team to get them out.”

      She folded her arms over her chest. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. If you think we’re going to sit back like damsels in distress while the men rush off to save our friend, you don’t know us very well.”

      K’alvek let out a long breath. Just what he’d been afraid of. He loved his mate’s independence, but hated that she was so stubborn. Although she liked when he dominated her in bed, she’d made it very clear she did not appreciate being told what to do any other time. It was maddening.

      He cupped her face in one palm. “I don’t want you to get hurt. I couldn’t bear it.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do I have to remind you that I’m the captain of the galaxy’s only all-female, bounty hunter crew?”

      K’alvek closed his eyes for a second, opening them and noticing that her entire crew had gathered behind her—Tori, Caro, Holly, and even the shapeshifter Bexli with her shifter pet—a fluffy ball of green fur they called Pog—tucked under her arm. “You all want to come?”

      “Oh, we’re all coming, hot stuff,” Tori said, pulling her red-stained hair sticks out and tucking them into her belt. “So, let’s saddle up.”

      Danica stood up on tiptoes and kissed him lightly, her lips making his tingle. “No way am I letting you run off into battle without me again, babe.”

      Caro shrugged, giving him a weak smile.

      Holly winked at him. “We do this kind of thing all the time. It’ll be great.”

      Vrax joined him as they watched the females rush off and prepare to leave, his scowl settling on Tori. “We are sure they were not sent here by our enemies to torment us?”

      “We are not,” K’alvek admitted with a resigned shake of his head, as he headed off for Zatvar’s tent and a conversation he wished he could avoid.
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      As the knob on the heavy, wooden door turned, Kush dove for the cloak, scooping it up and throwing it on moments before the door swung open and a pair of Cresteks entered.

      Max stepped back from him, putting distance between them as he assumed a stance with his arms clasped behind his back and his head bowed. Luckily, the two Cresteks who entered first appeared to be guards of some kind themselves, and they flanked the doorway before an older Crestek in a silver robe swept into the room.

      “There is our guest,” he said, his voice smooth and his lips pulled back in a practiced smile.

      Max backed away as the alien approached, but the man’s smile did not falter. He gave her a small bow. “I hope my people did not startle you. They can be overprotective sometimes, especially when it comes to saving females from the barbarians that roam the sands.” He made a face, then resumed smiling. “I trust you are unhurt.”

      Kush fought the urge to growl at this Crestek. How dare he call them barbarians, when his people had been the one to kidnap the females and drag them across the desert? He clenched his hands together behind his back, reminding himself why he was there—to protect the female, not kill Cresteks. Not yet, at least.

      “I’m fine.” Max watched the man, clearly able to understand his words just as she understood his, but Kush was pleased that she didn’t seem to be taken in by the kindly act. “But your people did not save me, they forced me to leave my ship by pointing blasters at me.”

      The Crestek wrinkled his brow, then adjusted a small cone-shaped device inside his ear. “I’m afraid my translating device is not accustomed to your language yet. I am sure you are not saying my people took you by force.”

      Max crossed her arms over her chest. “Your translator works just fine, and they sure as hell did.”

      The Crestek shot murderous looks at both guards behind him, and Kush almost laughed out loud. Whoever this old guy was, he wasn’t bad. He almost looked genuinely scandalized.

      “I apologize for any misunderstanding.” Another bow. “I assure you, my people only wished to protect you from the cruel barbarians who live outside our city. You saw how viciously they attacked.”

      Of course, Kush could sense the deception within the old Crestek. He didn’t know what game the man was playing, but he hoped Max was as smart as he suspected she was and wouldn’t be swayed by the placating lies.

      “So, I’m free to leave anytime?” Max asked, nodding to the guards and the thick door.

      “Like I said, you are a guest of the Cresteks. We only wish to help you, my dear. Sending you back outside our gates would mean a fate worse than death for someone as…” His gaze dropped lower, scanning her body before returning to her eyes, “delicate as you.”

      “So, I’m supposed to stay locked in this room forever?” Max spread her arms wide. “What if I want to return to my ship?”

      The old Crestek’s face contorted in mock pain. “Oh, goodness. You don’t know?” He shook his head. “Your ship was destroyed. Blown up by another vessel.”

      Kush watched Max’s face fall and fought the urge to comfort her. “The ship is gone?” She bit her lower lip. “At least no one was inside.” She took a heaving breath, mumbling to herself. “How will we…? How will I…?”

      The Crestek approached her, taking her small hand in his creased one. Kush bristled at the sight of his enemy touching her, but he merely shifted from one foot to another, trying not to draw attention to himself.

      “Of course, you are welcome to our hospitality for as long as you need to stay here.” He patted her hand as he led her to the divan that ran along the wall. “We are honored to have an offworlder such as yourself with us. We have occasionally received visitors from other planets, although we are the only clan on our planet to welcome offworlders. Do you mind if I ask what species you are, my dear?”

      Max looked dazed, and Kush wanted nothing more than to gather her in his arms. Her slight frame and wide, trusting eyes triggered his protective instincts. She needed him to shield her from the Cresteks and their lies. Instead, he had to watch an old Crestek sit next to her and rub her hands.

      “Species?” Max asked. “Oh, I’m human.”

      “Human,” the Crestek repeated, clearly unfamiliar with the word. “I see. I see.” His gaze scoured her again, but she did not seem to notice. “Most offworlders avoid our planet because of the barbarians who rule the sands. Brutal creatures.”

      Kush could feel the Crestek’s curiosity. He’d never heard of humans, and he wondered if they were biologically compatible with his kind. The idea of Max being mated to a Crestek made him want to leap across the room and rip the old man’s arms off, but he steadied his breath and forced himself to remain motionless. He didn’t know why he felt so strongly about a female he barely knew, but the fact that she was unable to defend herself made him want to fly to her side.

      “So, is there any way out of here? Any way to leave the planet?” Max asked, her voice quivering.

      “We do not have vessels that can leave the atmosphere, but I’m sure we could arrange to get a message out to your…humans.”

      Max’s face brightened. “You have the ability to send sub-space transmissions?”

      The Crestek glanced down quickly then returned her smile. “We would be happy to send out your transmission.”

      A lie. Kush could feel the deception radiating off the old man in waves. The Cresteks could not communicate off-world. Even if they could, they would never help a female leave the planet. Not when they were in such desperate need of mates.

      Seeing the hopeful look on Max’s face made Kush want to pound the lying Crestek into the floor.

      Max stood from the divan, pulling her hands out of the Crestek’s grasp. “When?”

      He did not rise right away. “When what, my dear?”

      “When can I send my transmission? It will need to be encrypted, so I’ll need a little time to work on it. I don’t want, well, I don’t want the message falling into the wrong hands.”

      It was clear the Kush the Crestek had no idea what the wrong hands meant, but he nodded. “Why don’t you rest and freshen up while I make arrangements for your transmission?”

      “Thank you.” Max sighed. “I am tired.”

      “Of course, you are.” The Crestek swept an arm wide. “In the meantime, please enjoy the amenities.” He hesitated, his tongue darting out to lick his bottom lip. “Would you like me to send up some attendants to assist you with bathing?”

      Max shook her head. “No, thanks. I can handle it.”

      The Crestek’s gaze flicked to Kush, then away just as quickly. “Do not worry about the agasi. He poses no threat to you.” He gave her a wink. “He’s a eunuch.”

      Max’s mouth dropped open. “You mean he has no—?”

      The Crestek waved a hand in the air as if brushing away her question. “Yes, yes. It’s necessary to protect our few females, but how can we trust the guards not to sample what does not belong to them?”

      Max’s stunned expression did not disappear after the explanation.

      “We’ve been doing it for years,” the old man continued. “Do not worry. They are all low-born, so they would never have had a mate, anyway. Being an agasi is an honor. I assure you he will protect you with his life, and your honor will be safe.”

      Max clamped her mouth shut as the man gave her a final bow and swept out of the room, his shimmering, silver robes fluttering behind him. The two guards followed him, and Kush heard the lock being thrown once the door was closed.

      Max pivoted to face him as he pushed the hood off his face. “According to that guy, you’re supposed to be a eunuch who will guard me with his life.”

      Kush walked to her. “Dothveks do not have eunuchs. Only Cresteks maim their own people. But he was right that I will guard you with my life.” Looking down, he saw her pupils darken.

      He fought the urge to stroke a finger down her cheek and tell her how wrong the Crestek had been about the other part.
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      Max staggered back from Kush, bumping up against the edge of the low bed before stopping. Her eyes instinctively went to the large bulge in his pants. Nope. Definitely not a eunuch.

      “Okay, I believe you aren’t one of them. A Crestek.” Her cheeks burned and she looked away quickly. “Boy, you guys really don’t like each other, do you?”

      Kush shrugged off the cloak again, and Max wondered if all Dothveks had an aversion to clothes or if it was just the really hot one she was locked in a room with who preferred being half naked.

      “We are sworn enemies,” he said. “Our clans broke apart over a thousand solar rotations ago. We have nothing in common anymore, except our mutual hatred.”

      Max let out a low whistle. “Damn. That’s pretty harsh considering you share descendants.”

      Kush adjusted the thin straps of leather ringing his wrists and draped the cloak over one arm. “They represent everything we despise—softness, reliance on devices instead of the land, deception.”

      After her experience with the Cresteks, she wasn’t sure she disagreed. Something about them, even the old one who smiled too much, gave her the creeps. But somehow, this hulking guy covered in tribal tattoos didn’t freak her out. At least, not in that way.

      “You think they’re lying? About the ship blowing up?”

      He pressed his lips together before jerking his head up quickly and making a clicking sound in his throat. “That was not a lie.”

      Max sank onto the bed. “How are we supposed to get out of here now? I’m a scientist. I have to get back to my research. I can’t stay here on a planet that barely has any technology, much less functioning labs.”

      He tilted his head at her, and Max suspected she’d just said a bunch of things that made no sense to him. Despite that, she knew this guy wasn’t some sort of brainless brute. If there was one thing she’d learned, technology didn’t necessarily make people civilized.

      “The Cresteks will not help you leave,” he said.

      The small blossom of hope in her chest crumpled. “You don’t know that. They said they would send a transmission.”

      “They lie.” His voice was so calm and certain, it made her both believe him and want to cry.

      “They weren’t wrong about you being barbarians, were they?” she said, hearing the snap in her voice and instantly regretting what she’d said.

      Kush locked eyes with her, flexing his arms and tossing his brain behind him. “You think I am a barbarian?”

      He closed the gap between them, standing in front of where she sat on the bed, his impressive crotch at her eye level.

      Well, that wasn’t distracting at all.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, leaning back and trying not to stare. “I didn’t mean to call you a barbarian. I’m just really tired and upset.”

      “I forgive you, little one.” He walked over to the rug in the middle of the floor, dropping down and reclining against one of the cushions piled along the edge as he shoved the cloak under his head like a pillow. “To them, we are barbarians. We have never given up the ways of our ancestors and the wisdom of the goddesses. They no longer follow either.”

      Before she could tell him to stop calling her little one, he stretched out on the floor, taking up almost the entire length of the rug. Max tried not to gape at the expanse of rippled muscles from his stomach to his chest as he raised his arms and put them behind his head. And what were those ridges below his stomach? They seemed to be shaped like a V and disappeared beneath the waistband of his pants. Her pulse fluttered, and she tore her gaze away.

      Focus, Max. You need to be focused on getting off the planet so you can continue your research. You do not need to be salivating over some alien barbarian who is only here to rescue you.

      “So, you still think we are barbarians?”

      She jerked her head up and saw that he was looking at her, the corners of his mouth betraying the faintest hint of a smile. “What? How? Did I say that out loud?”

      He chuckled, the sound a warm rumble that made her smile in spite of her embarrassment. “No. You did not say it out loud.”

      Max narrowed her eyes at him. “Okay, I don’t know how you did that, but that’s not what I think.”

      He cocked an eyebrow at her. “No?”

      “No,” she insisted. “But you are an alien. At least to me. And I need to get out of here and off this planet.”

      “Which is why I’m here,” he said. “To get you away from the Cresteks and back to your friends.”

      “But if they can send out a transmission, then they’re the only hope I have of getting rescued. I know you guys are mortal enemies and all that, but if I can use them to help us—”

      “They will never let you leave,” he said, sitting up as he interrupted her. “You are too valuable.”

      She shook her head. “They don’t know who I am, or that I’m a scientist, or that I have a really big bounty on my head. They don’t even know my name.”

      Kush leapt to his feet, his movement as quick and smooth as one of the big cats she’d seen on Pantharos Prime. “None of that is important to them. You are a female. That is all that matters.”

      “Okay, now you’re sounding barbarian-y again. These Cresteks aren’t cavemen who’re dragging me off to impregnate me.”

      He gave her a pointed look. “Both of our species suffer from a lack of females.” His expression darkened. “For years, the Cresteks worked hard to improve their species with biological advancements meant to make them live longer. Unfortunately, these advancements came with a price—an illness that claimed many of their woman and eventually spread to our clan through inadvertent contact. They eliminated the Cresteks who caused the outbreak, but it was too late.”

      “They killed all the scientists?” Max asked, her mouth going dry.

      “That is what is rumored.”

      Shit. So much for the Cresteks being more open to technology. It did explain why the Dothveks hated the Cresteks so much.

      Kush grunted, not meeting her eyes. “If they determine that you are compatible with them—with us—you will find yourself with a Crestek mate or two very quickly.”

      She opened her mouth and shut it again, her pulse suddenly racing. “Two?”

      His expression was stormy. “Again, rumors. Why do you think they can afford to have agasis? Why do they need to guard their females?”

      He made a good point. What sort of society still had eunuchs? She’d only heard about them existing in ancient-Earth civilizations that could easily be considered barbaric and misogynistic.

      “They can’t do that,” she said, jumping up and pacing a small circle. “What if I refuse?”

      He pressed his lips together. “Cresteks do not care about honor like we do.”

      Max stopped and put her hands on her knees, sucking in a breath. “I don’t believe this. I do not fucking believe this. First, I get snatched up by bounty hunters and we crash in a giant desert, then I get kidnapped by aliens who might want to keep me as a sex slave.”

      She closed her eyes and felt Kush’s big hand on her back. “I will not let that happen, little one.”

      She straightened up. “Stop calling me that. I may be little but that’s only because you’re ginormous.” She waved her hands at him as her voice became a shriek. “I mean, any human looks small next to you. It’s like you’ve taken growth hormones and steroids. And just because I’m petite doesn’t mean I’m not fully capable of taking care of myself. I’m a scientist, for fuck’s sake. My research is about to harness a new energy source that could free the entire galaxy from dependence on fuel.” She stamped one foot. “If only I could get off this fucking planet!”

      She put her hands over her face as she gasped for breath, feeling tears of frustration stinging the backs of her eyes. Do not cry, she ordered herself. The last thing she wanted was to fall apart in front of the big alien who probably already thought she was weak and hysterical.

      As she pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, she felt Kush pulling her close to him, his thick arms circling her and pressing her body flush with his. Max was too exhausted to push him away, and the warmth of his skin against her bare arms sent small ripples of pleasure through her. A sensation of calm flowed over her, almost as if she’d taken a happy pill. She knew she shouldn’t enjoy being held by him—especially after her big speech about being able to take care of herself—but it felt so good to be tucked into his broad chest. For the first time since she’d been taken from her lab, she felt safe.

      That was absurd, of course. Neither of them were safe, if what Kush said about the Cresteks was true. They were locked inside a windowless room at the top of a building, and being guarded by at least two aliens with blasters. All Kush had were the curved blades hanging from his belt, and a serious amount of badass swagger. She dropped her hands from her face and pressed them to the hard planes of his chest. Not to mention, muscles for days.

      Max tipped her head back to meet his eyes. “So, did I hear you right when you said both of your species are running low on women?”

      “That is correct. That is what I said.”

      She took a small step back, even though his arms still circled her back. “So how do I know you don’t want the same thing from me the Cresteks do?”

      His expression darkened. “I would never take a female who was not mine. There is no honor or pleasure in that.”

      And he didn’t need to say the obvious. That he was way too hot for a geeky scientist.

      His eyes flashed. “Why would I say that, little one?”
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      Kush looked down at the female, her light eyes wide and her cheeks stained a pretty shade of pink. He wanted nothing more than to lower his lips to hers and see if she tasted as sweet as she smelled. When she bit the edge of her moist bottom lip, arousal shot through him, making his body heat and his cock throb. He nearly groaned out loud as his pants strained from the pressure. She was so close he could feel her rapid breaths against his chest. So close all he had to do was drop his head to capture her lips. Was it possible she didn’t realize how alluring she was?

      He tangled a hand in her choppy hair, cradling her head in his wide palm and tilting it up. So close.

      “You sure you don’t want the same thing the Cresteks do?” she asked, her lower lip trembling.

      Blood pounded in his head, and his need for her made him dizzy. He fisted his hand in her hair, pulling her into him. Max made a small noise as she bumped up against his rigid cock, then pushed hard against his chest.

      “I think I’ve had enough alien sweet talk for one day,” she said.

      Stepping back, he dropped his arms, feeling stung by her reaction. She was tired, that was all.

      “You should get some rest.” He backed away, as she dropped her gaze to the floor, rubbing her arms where he’d touched them. He didn’t know why he’d grabbed her, only that it had been a powerful instinct to keep her close. It was the same feeling he had when K’alvek wished to wander the sands alone and he worried that he wouldn’t return. A hard knot formed in his gut, even though it was irrational. She couldn’t even leave the room, much less run from him.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess I’m still not sure who to trust.”

      He took a long steadying breath. “You can trust me. My mission is to rescue you and reunite you with the other females. I will not fail you or my clan.”

      “You’re really big on this ‘fulfilling your mission’ thing, huh?”

      “I have never failed,” he said. “It is as important to me as your…” he hesitated over the word, “research is to you.”

      Something crossed her face—understanding? Acceptance? “I get that. So, I guess we really do have the same goal.”

      Kush wasn’t sure what a goal was, but he knew he and Max wanted the same thing—to escape. As long as he could ignore how he wanted to wrap his arms around her and keep her from being hurt ever again.

      “So, if you’re so sure the Cresteks aren’t going to help me get off the planet, I guess my best bet is to escape with you.” Her wavering voice became more assured as she spoke. “Do you have any ideas about how to get out?”

      He turned abruptly and crossed the room, pulling at the door and finding it securely fastened. No surprise there. He peered up at the skylight, then around the room. It was too far up to be reached by jumping, and there was nothing in the room he could stand on or jump off of. Even if Max stood on his shoulders, she wouldn’t be able to reach it.

      The Cresteks were clever, he’d give them that. Any furniture was built into the walls or bolted to the floor, like the divan along the wall and the low platform bed. Aside from that, the room held only rugs and cushions, reminding him a bit of his tent on the sands. Did the Cresteks know their design was a holdover from a culture they’d rejected generations ago? Knowing how much they prided their superiority and advancements over the Dothveks, he doubted it.

      “I’m afraid we aren’t getting out of here without going through that door,” he finally said.

      Max eyed the massive wooden structure. “You mean the one that’s locked and has guards posted outside it?”

      He twitched one shoulder up in response.

      “Do we have a plan B?”

      “I do not know this plan B,” he said.

      She took long steps to reach the door, pressing her hands flat against the surface. “Another option, if getting through this doesn’t pan out.”

      “Not yet,” he admitted. “But we should not count out the Dothveks.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “You mean the ones outside the huge city walls?”

      “My people will not give up so easily.”

      Max studied him for a moment. “I don’t think the bounty hunters will, either, come to think of it. They strike me as pretty relentless.”

      “You speak as if you do not know them well. Are you not part of their crew?”

      She spun on her heel and walked back to the center of the room, flopping down onto the rug. “Not exactly. They’re bounty hunters, and I, unfortunately, became their bounty. But since we were marooned here, I’m not sure what I am anymore. Or what they are, especially if the ship is gone.”

      Kush followed her, sitting down cross-legged and leaning his elbows on his knees. He was fascinated by these offworlder females. He’d never heard of bounty hunters, but he got the idea they were warriors of some kind and they’d captured Max. Why they would consider the small creature worthy of capture baffled him. If they were males, he would understand.

      “They were insistent we rescue you, even after the ship was destroyed.”

      She selected a purple-skinned fruit from the nearby tray and began to pick at its bumpy surface. “I guess being stranded on a desert planet is a bonding experience. Holly and I became pretty good friends, especially after being taken by the Cresteks together.”

      “Holly,” he repeated, watching her struggle with the fruit’s peel.

      She motioned to her head with one hand, then went back to poking at the peel. “The one with red hair who curses a lot.”

      He took the fruit from her and peeled it with one smooth motion, by pressing his thumbs and dragging them down. He handed it back to her.

      “Thanks,” she said, biting into the lilac-colored flesh and flinching.

      He grinned. “You have never tasted a tam-tam before.”

      She puckered her lips as she chewed, her face finally relaxing into a smile. “It gets sweeter the more you chew.” She took another nibble. “Not bad.”

      He liked watching her take tentative bites of the fruit, and he picked up another tam-tam to peel for her. “So you do not do your research with the females then? There are other friends?”

      Her eyes stayed fixed on the glossy flesh of the fruit. “Not really. I’ve always worked alone, more or less. Scientific research isn’t always a team sport, especially if you’re a woman. Most of my colleagues are more interested in taking the credit than in doing the work.” She shrugged. “So, I work alone. I do have a droid with a strong personality, though. He’s like a friend.”

      “Droid?” He had never heard this word before.

      “A robot,” she said. “A machine.”

      He shook his head, certain he’d misunderstood. “A machine like your ship?”

      “Sort of, but a lot smaller.”

      How could a small machine be a friend? “Do you not get lonely?”

      “Now you sound like my mother,” Max said. “She was convinced that I’d be alone for my entire life if I went into science. I guess it’s a good thing she’s not around to see how right she was.”

      Kush paused his peeling. “She is gone?”

      Max cleared her throat. “Yeah, both my parents are. For a while now, though, so it’s not a big deal. I mean, I’m used to being alone. I prefer it actually. Less disapproval to deal with.”

      He held out the tam-tam. “I also have no parents.”

      She took the fruit and met his gaze. “Really?”

      He shifted his legs. “When I was very young. My mother from the disease that took out most of our females, and my father in battle. I was taken in by my cousin K’alvek’s parents, and we were raised as brothers.”

      “And K’alvek’s the one who saved Danica?”

      A quick nod. “And tasked me with bringing you back.”

      “So that’s why you’re so hell-bent on succeeding. You owe it to him?” Max turned the fruit over in her hand, staring hard at it before looking back up at him. “I guess we both have something to prove.”

      He didn’t know what to say to that. She was right. He had always felt a need to prove himself. To show he was worthy. It was why he’d trained so hard to be the clan’s best tracker, and why he could never fail in his mission. His stomach tightened with sorrow, like it always did when he thought about his parents.

      Max nudged his leg. “You look more worn out than I do.” She held out the tam-tam. “Why don’t you eat this one? You probably need the energy.”

      Kush released the breath he’d been holding and took the offering, inclining his head in acknowledgment. At least he did not need to concern himself with mind mating like K’alvek did with Danica. Although he could sense her emotions and intentions like he could with all beings, she hadn’t shown any ability to sense his.

      It was better that way, he told himself as he took a bite of the juicy fruit, pushing aside the flutter of regret that the pretty human who fired his blood could not sense his thoughts. Better she couldn’t sense his growing need to claim her.
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      Max felt a wave of sadness she hadn’t experienced in a long time. It was the exhaustion and stress, she told herself as she blinked away sudden tears.

      She felt Kush’s intense gaze and wondered if it was an alien thing to stare at people like that. She swiped at her eyes. “I think I’m going to take a nap while you come up with some way to get us out of here that doesn’t involve us battering down the door.”

      She jumped to her feet and he stood with her. Max backed away from him, not used to men getting so close or being so intense. She’d definitely never had a guy want to follow her around or one whose eyes seemed to reach into her soul.

      Before she could explain that she’d planned on taking her nap alone, a noise at the door made him move away quickly.

      “Doesn’t anyone knock around here?” Max muttered to herself.

      Kush snatched his cloak up from the floor before the door swung open, his face disappearing beneath the hood.

      This time it was not a pair of guards and an old Crestek coming inside. Not at first. A pair of women entered the room, silent until they spotted her, then their voices rose in a stream of breathy chatter.

      So much for taking a nap, thought Max. What she really wanted to do now was run and hide. She cut her eyes to Kush, jealous that he’d hidden under the long cloak and virtually melted into the wall. Coward.

      She thought she heard a low snort of laughter from his direction, but the twittering of the women made it impossible to know for sure. As it was, they didn’t even spare a glance in his direction. All eyes were on her as they advanced, seeming to bounce as they walked.

      Fuck me. Giggling girls—which was what were these aliens sounded like to her—had never been her thing.  And until now, they’d never taken any interest in a science geek like her. What she wouldn’t give to be ignored again.

      The Crestek women weren’t as tall as the men, and they didn’t wear cloaks—at least not inside. These creatures wore filmy dresses that hung from their shoulders—layers of sheer fabric that were crisscrossed around their breasts and then hung loose from their waists and swirled around their calves as they moved. Although they were more slight than their male counterparts, Max could see that they had the same ridges along their backs, and the same pointed ears. They wore their dark hair long and tied up with glittering ornaments, and dark lines swept along their eyelids.

      Even though their voices were high and chirpy, she could make out the gist of what they were saying. They’d come to get her ready for an audience.

      “An audience?” she said, shaking her head. “And audience with whom?”

      One of the women giggled while the other cocked her head to the side. “With the chancellor.”

      The both circled Max, looking her up and down without reservation. “A special audience.”

      Max didn’t like the sound of that or the way they were appraising her. She wore her hair short and dressed practically so she wouldn’t attract attention. Now these women were sizing her up like a slab of meat. She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “We can’t present you like this,” one said, touching a finger to the dirty, black vest Max had been wearing since she’d been taken onto the bounty-hunter ship.

      The other made a face as she put a finger under Max’s chin and lifted it. “She can be fixed.”

      “Hey,” Max said, jerking her head away. “I don’t need to be fixed just to go talk to someone.”

      “You need to be bathed.”

      “And we brought you appropriate clothes.”

      For the first time, Max noticed a pile of flimsy fabric hanging over one of the women’s arm. Oh, hell no.

      “I’m not wearing that. It’s ridiculous.”

      Again, they ignored her, as four hands began tugging off her clothes. Max swatted at them, but they were bigger and stronger than her. She glanced desperately at Kush where he stood ramrod straight against the wall, but he didn’t budge.

      One of the Cresteks caught the movement of her eyes. “Don’t worry about the agasi. They see unclothed females all the time.”

      The other giggled, dropping her voice to a whisper and glancing over at Kush. “It’s not like they can do anything about it.”

      “Well, they can do some things.” The other woman nudged her. “If you need them to. They didn’t have their tongues removed, after all.”

      Her friend shot her a severe look, then looked back at Max. “Nothing a mate would ever know about. The agasi are good at keeping secrets.”

      Max gaped at the women. What was going on in this place? These Crestek women used their eunuch guards for what exactly? Never mind. Max shook her head. I do not want to know.

      “Come on,” one of the women pushed her arms aside. “We were given strict instructions to prepare you for the meeting. You aren’t going to make us drag you into there, are you?”

      She motioned her head to the steaming sunken pool of water in the corner.

      Max did not relish the idea of being dragged anywhere, but she also did not want to be stripped naked in front of Kush, who was very definitely not lacking a cock. She really wished he’d come up with an escape plan before these pushy bitches had arrived.

      Glancing around them as they removed her clothes, she saw that Kush had pointedly turned his head, the hood facing away from her. She guessed the guy was pretty serious about the whole honor thing.

      “Fine,” she said, shaking off the prying hands. “Just let me undress myself.”

      The women shrugged, but did not avert their eyes as she slipped out of her clothes, crossing her arms over her breasts.

      “Why do you hide them?”

      “Many males would like to touch something so soft.”

      From touching Kush, she knew their gold skin was firm, although it felt velvety. One look at their wide chests told her that their breasts might be equally firm. A far cry from human breasts, and from the B-cups that she’d always prided on being perky.

      Max hurried to the sunken pool, not looking to see if Kush’s gaze was still averted. If he was watching her, she didn’t want to know. Her cheeks already burned from being naked in front of two complete strangers. Alien strangers who seemed fascinated by her breasts, at that. If she knew the Dothvek hottie was getting a look at her, she might pass out cold.

      The water was hot enough to make her flinch as she submerged her feet on the first step, but she didn’t pause to acclimate herself. Sucking in her breath, Max barreled into the water until she was all the way in, and the water covered her chest.

      Her fingers and toes stung as they adjusted to the warmth, but soon her body relaxed, and she dropped her arms from across her breasts. It did feel good to wash off the sand and grime from a pretty rough few days, even if she still thought it was weird to do it in front of an audience.

      Max closed her eyes and bent her knees to dip lower, the water rising around her shoulders as she tried to pretend she was anywhere but being held captive in an alien city, with aliens watching her take a bath. When the water splashed her neck, she opened her eyes.

      The Crestek women had deposited their own clothes on the floor and were coming into the water with her. Completely naked.

      “What the hell?” She backed away, but there were no stairs on the other side of the heated pool.

      “Do your kind not bathe together?” one of the Cresteks asked, picking up a glass jar from the edge and pouring a stream of liquid into her palm.

      “That would be a hard no,” Max muttered, sizing up her chances of making it past both of them and out of the water before being tackled.

      She looked over at Kush. His gaze still faced away from them, but she could sense something—some feeling that wasn’t her own. Amusement? Glancing at the women, who seemed preoccupied by the various salts and oils they were adding to the water, she doubted it was coming from them. She narrowed her eyes at Kush, even though she knew he wasn’t watching her. Was that big bastard actually getting a laugh from this?

      His hood turned for a second, and she saw his eyes lift from beneath the dark fabric and meet hers. He looked away again before she could register anything in his eyes, but her pulse skittered in response. As one of the women dribbled scented oil over her bare shoulder, Max felt a faint pulse of arousal coming from across the room.
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      Kush shifted uncomfortably, his swollen cock straining against his pants. Aside from that momentary glance when she’d called him a bastard in her head, he hadn’t watched her as the Crestek attendants doused her with water and various flowery oils. It didn’t matter. Knowing that the small female was completely naked only a few quick strides away from him made his entire body thrum with desire.

      Luckily, he could keep his head down and no one would notice how his face burned. The long, bulky cloak also hid his throbbing erection, although it could not hide how he needed to shift himself every time the females splashed and giggled. He pressed his eyes closed to keep himself from stealing a peek, grateful when he heard them all leave the water, but keeping his head averted nonetheless.

      When Kush was certain she was dressed, he pivoted to face forward.

      Sons of the Goddesses. He almost gasped out loud when he saw her, his hood slipping back as he stared, slack-jawed, at the transformation.

      Instead of the slightly grimy woman with mussed hair and streaks of black trailing from under her eyes, Max stood between the two Cresteks in a gauzy, bone-colored dress that scooped low in the back and draped softly over the curve of her breasts. They’d looped a thin gold rope around her waist, the ends of which trailed down one side.

      The smudges of dirt were gone, replaced with rosy-pink skin, no doubt a result of the hot water and scrubbing. Her glossy, dark hair had been smoothed to one side, and a single black line swept out from the corners of her eyes, making their blue hue seem even more vibrant.

      The Crestek attendants clucked approvingly as they looked her up and down, and Kush dropped his gaze again to the floor.

      “Much better.”

      “Now she’s ready.”

      One of the females snapped her fingers at him. “Agasi, you will accompany us.”

      Kush hoped the agasi were known for their lack of conversation, as well as their lack of balls. He nodded and walked forward, falling in step behind the females and being careful not to raise his head.

      The females pounded on the door and it opened. A plump Crestek in a purple cloak stood in the circular hallway, tapping his foot on the hard floor.

      “It should not have taken you so long. The chancellor has been waiting.”

      “It took longer than expected,” one of the Crestek females said, her tone snappy. “We could not take her looking like she did. No one would want her like that.”

      Kush felt a flash of Max’s ire, and hoped she would hold her tongue. She did, although he could tell it took all of her restraint.

      While the Cresteks were sniping at each other, he took the opportunity to peek out from under the hood. He’d been too charged with adrenaline when they’d arrived to get a proper lay of the land, but now he could assess the building where they were being held.

      As he’d remembered, it was cylindrical with light coming from glowing sconces positioned on the walls that spiraled up from the ground floor. Overhead, a clear dome topped the building, and he suspected it provided a good deal of natural light during the day. Now, however, it was night, and only inky blackness showed through. He saw no windows, but he also noticed no guards, aside from the ones stationed outside their room. Not the easiest place to escape from, but it could have been worse.

      The Crestek in purple led them down the ramp, and the attendants disappeared through a door one level down, giving waves and blowing kisses to Max, who waved awkwardly. Kush felt her sense of relief once the females were gone, although he also picked up on the nerves that fluttered in her stomach. He wished he could touch her and reassure her, but he couldn’t risk being exposed.

      “Come on,” the Crestek male said, waving both of them forward. “We’re already late enough.”

      After twisting down another level, the Crestek knocked sharply on a door, barely waiting before pushing it open and holding it as they entered.

      “I have her,” he called out, his voice echoing through the spacious suite.

      Although the room Max had been given was luxurious, it was not as imposing as the one they stepped into. It was hard to keep his eyes lowered when they were drawn to the floor-to-ceiling windows that curved along the entire expanse of the far wall. He knew the night sky of his world like he knew the back of his own hand, but he’d never seen it from this vantage point—the craggy rocks rising up and glowing in the light of the three moons, and the distant silhouette of the sand dunes cresting on the horizon. His heart contracted at the thought of his village somewhere out there and the clansmen that he knew would be coming for them.

      Aside from the sweeping view, the interior was decorated simply. Sheer drapes hung from the ceiling, pulled back at points to create smaller spaces within the room, which appeared to curve around and occupy the entire floor. A gleaming, white table, narrow and long, stretched to one side with a single chair behind it, and a sunken square section of the room centered around an open fire with an artificial blue flame, the steps leading to it topped with cushions.

      “There you are, my dear.” The elder Crestek appeared from behind one of the drapes. His smile was wide, but didn’t reach his eyes. He waved to the sunken area. “Please.”

      Kush knew Max wasn’t used to obliging men, but he also knew she was smart. She gathered the bottom of her dress up in her arms and stepped down until she’d reached the bottom, holding her hands out to the blue fire.

      Kush stayed above, positioning himself by the door with his hands folded behind his back. So far, it seemed he hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary for one of their agasis, but he knew that couldn’t last forever. He only hoped he could keep up the ruse long enough to plot an escape.

      The elder joined Max at the bottom of the sunken fire, taking a seat across from her and making no secret of looking her up and down.

      “I apologize if you’re cold. It’s why I activated the fire.” He held his own hands to the flame. “Our females rarely venture outside, so the clothes they favor are more delicate.”

      “They’re not very practical,” Max said.

      The Crestek smiled again. “I suppose that depends on what you’re doing.”

      Kush clenched his hands. He understood the implication, even if Max didn’t seem to pick up on it. The garments Crestek females wore were to please the males. Nothing more, as the Crestek females most likely served no other purpose but to be protected and impregnated.

      Even before the illness that claimed most of the Dothvek females, most served as warriors and hunters alongside the men. Although he’d tried not to be engulfed in hatred of the Crestek like his cousin K’alvek, he couldn’t help feeling bile rise in his throat. He could hear his kinsman’s voice in his head, reminding him that this was what came of the Cresteks abandoning the old ways and forgetting about the goddesses.

      “So,” Max said, shifting as she arranged her dress, clearly uncomfortable with the flowing fabric that pooled around her feet. “When will I get to send my transmission?”

      Kush heard the challenge in her voice, and was glad she no longer believed the line the Cresteks had fed her. She was saying this to gauge his response. Kush only hoped the elder didn’t detect her mistrust, although it had been so many generations since the Cresteks had possessed empathic abilities, he doubted the fool noticed a thing.

      “Soon, my dear.” He waved a hand as if brushing her question aside. “First, I wanted you to meet someone.”

      “If it’s someone else to take a bath with me, I’ll pass,” Max said. “I really don’t need help dressing myself or brushing my hair or—”

      “Nothing like that.” He let out a mirthless laugh as he cut her off. “This is my son, T’Kar.”

      Another Crestek appeared from behind the sheer curtain, this one nearly as tall as a Dothvek. His cloak was black, and seemed to mold itself around his broad body.

      Kush resisted the urge to step forward and challenge this Crestek, especially when he saw Max blink rapidly as T’Kar walked toward her, taking the steps in a single leap. Although he was Crestek, the enemy moved with the power and confidence of a Dothvek.

      “Um, nice to meet you.” Max held out a hand, after hurriedly wiping it on the fabric of her dress.

      T’Kar thumped a hand hard against his heart and bowed. “Nicer for me.”

      Max dropped her hand and took a small step back as his head almost brushed her chest, and Kush registered her nervousness. He also tamped down his own desire to grab Max by the hand and start running. After leveling that chancellor’s son, of course.

      “T’Kar will assume the position of chancellor after I retire,” the elder Crestek said, beaming at the son who towered over him. “Which will be sooner than he hopes.”

      The younger Crestek twitched visibly. “I only hope to be half as skilled as you, father.”

      His father thumped him on the back. “You will be a great leader. No doubt about it.”

      Kush could sense the swirl of emotions between the father and son. T’Kar hated the idea of succeeding his father—the idea of ruling his people repulsed him. Kush chanced a glance up at the Crestek, fascinated by what he could sense. His own people repulsed him. T’Kar’s feeling of being trapped by duty was so powerful that Kush felt the sensation of choking so viscerally that he lifted a hand to his own throat.

      Equally strong was the chancellor’s desire for his son to rise high and be the most powerful Crestek alive. And take a mate. He gut clenched. Max. He wanted his son to take Max as a mate. A growl built in his throat as he sifted through the old Crestek’s emotions. Not a mate. A concubine. A second mate. An entitled move considering their lack of females, but the chancellor struck him as the worst type of leader.

      Sand serpents will feast on my flesh first, Kush thought, swallowing the rumble in his chest. He needed to warn Max. Needed her to know.

      He knew that K’alvek’s human mate could sense what he was feeling. He’d suspected Max might have picked up his feelings earlier, but hadn’t been sure. Mind mates weren’t common, and K’alvek’s mate was the first offworlder to connect with a Dothvek in that way. Actually, the first offworlder to take a Dothvek as a mate, as their planet got few visitors.

      Kush pushed his doubts aside. He had to try to warn her. Closing his eyes, he concentrated all his energy on sending her a single message. Dangerous.

      After a few moments, he opened his eyes and peered at her from under the edge of the hood. The two Cresteks were talking, but Max’s eyes were on him.

      I know.
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      Max didn’t feel well. At least that’s what she told the Cresteks after she’d swooned dangerously close to the blue flames. It wasn’t a total lie. She did feel a bit woozy after feeling such a strong sense of danger from Kush. The emotion had slammed into her and almost taken her breath away. She’d had to stare him down to make him stop, and even then, she felt like she was recovering from a jolt from her plasma centrifuge.

      She wished she could tell him she wasn’t an idiot. Of course, she didn’t trust these guys. Even someone like her who had little experience with men knew what the creepy old dad was up to. You didn’t have to be a genius—even though technically, she was—to know this was a setup. She guessed she appreciated Kush’s concern, but did he have to hit her over the head with it?

      T’Kar had caught her before she’d sunk to the floor, but she’d been able to convince both him and his father that she needed to go back to her room to recuperate.

      “It’s been a difficult day,” she said, hoping her voice sounded frail enough to convince the old guy.

      He’d patted her hand, although his hands were icy and not at all comforting. “Of course, my dear. An encounter with those vicious barbarians is enough to make anyone ill.”

      “The Dothveks?” T’Kar had asked, nearly letting go of her as he’d supported her by the elbow.

      “Yes, yes,” his father said. “They attacked our rescue party just outside the city gates. This young thing is the only capti—I mean, guest—who wasn’t taken by them.”

      “I hadn’t heard,” T’Kar said.

      His father shot him a look Max couldn’t decipher. “My son is very busy with the business of the city. So much to do to keep things running smoothly.”

      Max couldn’t care less about whatever father-son drama was going on, and she couldn’t wait to tell Kush that he could calm the hell down. Unless she was really reading him wrong, T’Kar wasn’t into the setup, either.

      She almost felt sorry for the guy. The whole thing reminded her of her mother’s desperate attempts to make her into something she wasn’t. How many times had her mother pushed her in front of eligible guys, hoping that this time they’d look beyond the short hair and boyish clothes and fall head over heels for the geeky science girl? Too many.

      Max swallowed the lump in her throat. Now that her mom was gone, she could see that the desperate attempts had been her mother’s twisted way of protecting her. For her, a husband had meant security, which meant happiness. It hadn’t been her mother’s fault that Max found happiness and security in her work, instead. Too bad neither of her parents had ever understood that. Or her.

      It wasn’t that Max didn’t like men. She did, but not all that many were confident enough to like a girl who was smarter than them. Even fellow scientists didn’t like a woman finding the flaws in their research, or upstaging them with her discoveries. After more than a few disastrous dumpings, she’d decided not to bother with the whole love thing. And life had been easier, if a bit lonely. Until now.

      Now she had a sexy barbarian hiding in her room and an old guy trying to foist his reluctant son on her. Gods, she missed her lab. When she saw the bounty hunter crew again, she was going to kick their asses for getting her in this mess.

      “Here you go,” T’Kar said, when they’d reached the door to her room.

      Max had zoned out on the walk up the winding ramp, and had to flick her eyes behind her to make sure Kush was still trailing them. He was, although his head was bowed, and she no longer picked up any panic from him. The old man had stayed behind, which was fine with her. She’d had enough creepy hand patting for one day.

      “Thanks,” she said, as one of the guards posted outside the room opened the door.

      T’Kar nodded, his eyes darting to the brown-cloaked Cresteks flanking the door. “You came from the sands?”

      “I didn’t come from there,” Max said. “But the ship I was on crashed there.”

      T’Kar’s brows creased together and his amber eyes sparked. “But you survived. The Dothveks didn’t slaughter you.”

      Now she felt a pulse of Kush’s anger.

      “No. I don’t think they actually slaughter innocent people. You’ve never been to the desert?”

      He gave a curt shake of his head. “Too dangerous.”

      She looked him up and down. “If I survived, I’m sure you would.”

      A small smile teased the edge of his mouth, and he gave her another brief bow. “Rest well, offworlder.”

      She and Kush entered the room as T’Kar remained in the corridor watching, the door closing behind them with an echoing thud. Within moments, Kush had thrown off his robe and was stalking a fast circle in the center of the room.

      Since they’d left, the tray of fruits had been replaced by one with discs of puffy bread and slices of some sort of grilled meat. The savory scent wafted up from the steaming tray, replacing the smell of the perfumed oils. Her stomach growled, and she realized she hadn’t eaten a decent meal in ages. The freeze-dried food packets she and Holly had snacked on while fixing the ship did not count as a meal, and the tam-tam from earlier hadn’t been very filling.

      Max grabbed one of the warm bread discs, taking a bite and ignoring Kush’s pacing while she conducted a quick search of the space. “I can’t believe they took my clothes.” She swallowed a mouthful of the unleavened bread and lifted one layer of the diaphanous fabric, letting it float back down. “Who wears this kind of stuff all the time?”

      “Cresteks,” Kush said, spitting out the word as if it was poison. “Arrogant, deceptive Cresteks.”

      He stopped pounding in circles long enough to take a piece of bread and tear off a bite.

      Even though the food helped, Max still felt a lightheaded. “Yeah, well, at least they don’t mess with my head like some people I know.”

      “I do not mess with your head.” Kush spun around and narrowed his gaze at her. “Dothveks are empathic. I was warning you. You have no idea what they want.”

      She put her hands on her hips and returned his glare. “I’m not clueless. I know the old guy wants to hook me up with his son.”

      Kush frowned. “Hook up?”

      “Date, get together, mate, whatever you call it.” She swallowed the rest of her bread and sighed. “It’s not like he was subtle about it. And next time, you don’t have to knock me over with your mind juju. My head is still pounding, by the way.”

      “You felt it.” A statement, not a question.

      Max touched her fingers to her temples, her eyes landing on a glass carafe next to the food. The liquid inside was a pale pink, but she hoped the drink wouldn’t be too sweet. She bent down and poured herself a glass, swigging from the blue, ceramic goblet. It wasn’t overly sweet, but it definitely had a kick. “Yeah, I felt it. That was the whole point, right?”

      “Yes, but…” His words trailed off, and he shook his head.

      “You can chill out.” She took another gulp and felt the hard knots in her shoulders unwind. “That T’Kar guy isn’t into me, or maybe you were too busy freaking out to notice.”

      Kush tilted his head. “Impossible.”

      Max laughed and drained the rest of the goblet, setting it down on the rug. “Now who’s the clueless one? I’m telling you, he’s not going to go along with daddy’s plan, whatever that is. I’ve seen that look enough times to know by now.”

      Polite disinterest was an expression she’d seen on the faces of scores of men who’d been paraded in front of her over the years. She didn’t need to be an empath to know the Crestek guy wasn’t into her.

      “You are upset this Crestek does not like you?” Kush’s voice rose. “You wish he wanted to claim you as a concubine?”

      “What? No, of course not.” Her cheeks burned at the antiquated word, her mind feeling a bit hazy. “Who said anything about being a…concubine?”

      “That is the Crestek chancellor’s intention. For his son to take you as a mate. His secondary mate.”

      Max’s head began to spin, and she made her way to the bed. “Can we just put the brakes on all this mate stuff? I feel like I’ve traveled back in time instead of to another planet.”

      “I do not mean to upset you, but that is the truth. I do not think it matters what this T’Kar wants. If I do not get you out of here, they will give you to one of their males, whether you want it or not. Maybe T’Kar. Maybe another.  Probably more than one. They will not let you go.”

      Max sank down on the bed, a cold chill making her rub her arms and wish she were wearing something warmer. She also wished she hadn’t pounded back whatever that drink was, as her lips tingled and her tongue felt numb.

      Well, this was a change. She’d never thought of herself as valuable just because she was a woman. She’d spent most of her adult life being valued for her work and her ideas. The idea of being worthy simply because of her gender was so unfamiliar she shook her head. “You’re wrong. I’m not the kind of girl people fight over.”

      Kush stared at her, his gaze taking her in as he shook his head. “Then you do not see yourself as I see you.”

      “What about you?” she asked. “How do you see me?”

      “Me?” Kush crossed the room and knelt in front of her. “I see a female who needs me to protect her, which I will do with my life.”

      Her heart missed a beat as his eyes seared into her, dark and molten. She had to remind herself to breathe as he ran one finger down the side of her cheek.

      “I will not let them touch you.”

      He left a scorched trail along her skin, her breath shallow and fast as heat coiled in her belly. Hooboy.

      She pulled away. “I think you need to take it down a notch, buddy and give me a little space.”

      Max registered the hurt that flashed briefly across his face. It made sense that the barbarian would be intense, but his need to protect her was almost smothering, especially since she wasn’t used to male attention at all.  She wondered if it was the Cresteks who posed the greatest danger to her, or if it was actually Kush she needed to protect herself from.
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      “I am sorry,” he said, watching her pupils flair as she leaned back. “I do not mean to scare you.”

      But that was what he was doing. He could tell from her shadow breath and her wide eyes. Why did he have such an overwhelming desire to protect her, to cling to her as if it was she who was saving him? Even now, he had to force himself not to envelop her in his arms and shield her from everything.

      Along with her fear, he could also sense her arousal. She was attracted to him, and that knowledge nearly made his knees go weak.

      “Kush,” she whispered. “ I think…”

      Kush barely heard her words, focusing only on her rapid breaths. He touched her face, letting his finger drift down from her jawline, feeling the rapid pulsing in her long neck and seeing the pink flush rushing up from her chest. His own heartbeat thrummed, and his cock throbbed. He could hardly feel where his need stopped and hers started, the emotions tangled in his head.

      He knew what she wanted before she said it. He wanted it, too. More than anything.

      Her eyes were half-lidded with desire, but he could see her pupils flaring dark. She was fighting it. He could sense that, too, but he didn’t know why. She tipped her head back slightly, her lips parted as if to say something.

      It was too much. Kush crushed his mouth to hers, his tongue parting her lips with a single stroke. He fisted his hand in her hair, pulling her closer into him as he delved deeper.

      She tasted sweeter than he’d imagined, his tongue stroking hers as she made soft noises of surprised pleasure that nearly sent him over the edge. The feel of her small body against his made his head swim, but when she pushed hard against him, he pulled away. She was breathing as if she’d been running across the sands, and she gazed up at him, fear in her eyes again.

      “This is a bad idea,” she said.

      “What is bad about it?” He stroked a hand from her hair down her neck.

      Her gaze darted around the room. “Hooking up with the guy who’s supposed to be getting me out of here? It won’t end well.”

      “Why would it have to end?” Didn’t she know he would never abandon her?

      Her laugh sounded bitter. “Because things always end? I know it’s probably convenient since we’re stuck in here together, but I’m not into a ‘wham bam, thank you, Max’ kind of thing.”

      Kush did not know what most of the words meant, but he could tell she was upset with him. Had he read her wrong? “Did you not want me to kiss you?”

      Her cheeks flamed. “It’s not that I didn’t…I mean, the kiss was great, it’s just…” She met his gaze with her chin jutted out. “I’ve been down this road before. It’s better if we don’t get involved. Better for me, at least.”

      He backed away, confused. Why was she saying things she did not feel? He could sense her desire for him. Why was she denying herself?

      “It’s nothing against you,” she continued. “It’s me. I need to stay focused on getting out. Distractions have never been good for me in the long run.”

      The storm of conflicting emotions confused him. Dothveks did not feel one thing and say another. There would be no point.

      He strode across the room, trying to suppress his frustration. What he wanted to do was take her in his arms and show her how he could take care of her, prove how he’d never leave her. He glanced over his shoulder at her pinched expression. But not if she was going to look at him like he was a dangerous creature preparing to pounce.

      Kush looked up at the clear part of the ceiling that looked out to the night sky. If she thought he was only interested in her because they were trapped together, he’d just have to get them out. His eyes scanned the walls and the height of the ceiling, then went to the cushions that served as the only loose furniture in the room. Even if he stacked all of them, they would do little to help.

      Turning to Max, he waved a hand to beckon her. “Come.”

      She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Excuse me?”

      He let out a huff of breath. “I would like to try something, and I need your assistance.”

      “Oh, well, why didn’t you say that?” she mumbled, joining him and looking up. “What do you want to try?”

      He looked her up and down. “I will lift you onto my shoulders and you will try to reach the clear ceiling.”

      “The skylight? You want me to try to get all the way up there?” The skepticism on her face was clear. “And what do I do when I get up there?”

      He hadn’t thought past getting her out of the room, but she was right. What would she do even if she got out and was on the roof? She did not have long Dothvek legs, so leaping from rooftop to rooftop would probably not be an option, especially since he would still remain below in the room. He felt like screaming.

      “Don’t beat yourself up about this.” Max’s hand on his arm made him start. He looked down at her. “It’s not your fault we’re in this mess. It’s mine. I had the chance to run when you and your friends attacked, and I didn’t. I froze. So if you want to yell at anyone, yell at me.”

      “I do not want to yell at you,” he said, although he was curious that she knew he wanted to scream. “It is my duty to protect you and get you away from the Cresteks, and I am failing.”

      Max tilted her head at him. “You’re pretty tough on yourself. You’re also assuming I can’t take care of myself. I’ve survived pretty much on my own for most of my life, remember?”

      “But you were taken by bounty hunters, forced to crash land on my planet, and then kidnapped by the Crestek. I am not sure how good of a job you are doing, either.”

      He sensed both irritation and amusement from her. She folded her arms across her chest and pulled her pursed lips to one side. “You’re lucky you’re not a droid. I would have turned you off ages ago.”
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      Max stifled the urge to laugh out loud. As annoying and bossy as the barbarian was, he did manage to amuse her. And he had a good point. At the moment, she wasn’t doing so hot on the whole self-reliance thing, which was really annoying since she’d always prided herself on being independent.

      “Why don’t we call a truce?” she said. “And take a break from beating ourselves up about being stuck in here? As far as I can see, there’s no easy way out, and it won’t do any good to keep obsessing over it.”

      He released a slow breath. “Agreed. What do you suggest instead?”

      Well, none of the things he was obviously thinking about, she thought, as she looked at his intense gaze and the pulse thrumming in his neck. Nope. The last thing she needed was to complicate the situation even more by doing something stupid. And sleeping with her personal bodyguard would be extremely stupid.

      She backed away, turning and walking up the steps to the sunken tub. Steam rose from the surface, the perfumed oils from earlier still slick on the top. Kicking off the scrappy sandals she’d been given, Max dipped one toe in the water.

      “You wish to take another bath?” Kush asked, coming up behind her.

      She shook her head. “I think I’m still traumatized from the first one, but it might be nice to soak my feet.” She lowered herself to the side, hiking up the layers of her dress and dangling her bare legs in the water. “Why don’t you join me? The heat feels pretty nice.”

      Before she knew what he was doing, Kush had dropped his pants, stepped out of them, and settled himself bare-assed next to her.

      Her heart raced, as she kept her eyes focused straight ahead. Had she really just gotten a glimpse of a huge cock with rings down the length of it? “I guess Dothveks aren’t big into modesty?”

      “Do you mean are we ashamed of our bodies?” His long, muscular leg almost touched hers, but she fought the urge to shift her gaze to his bare, gold skin.

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      Kush laughed, the sound low and rumbling.

      Even though she knew he was laughing at her, Max couldn’t help laughing herself. “Just because I don’t strip down at the drop of a hat doesn’t mean I’m a prude.”

      “What is a prude?”

      She sighed. Well, this wasn’t getting less uncomfortable. “Someone who, you know, doesn’t like sex or at least doesn’t like talking about sex or mating or whatever you guys call it.”

      She saw Kush nod out of the corner of her eye. “And you are not one of these prudes. You like talking about mating.”

      Max rubbed the hot, prickly skin on her chest. “I mean, it’s not like I talk about it all the time, but I’m not uptight about it. And I’m not a virgin.”

      “A virgin?”

      Max wondered if this was what it felt like when parents gave the bird and the bees talk to their kids? If so, she felt a rare moment of sympathy for her mother, who’d covered the basics in a matter of minutes before dashing away to some social function.

      “Someone who’s never done it,” Max explained, scissoring her legs in the oily water and hoping his questions were coming to an end.

      “And you are not one of these virgins?” he asked. “You have ‘done it’?”

      How had this conversation started again, and why was she discussing her pathetic love life with a virtual stranger? “Yeah. It’s no big deal.”

      “Mating is no big deal?” His shocked tone made her flinch.

      “It wasn’t mating.” How could she explain casual sex and one nights stands to a barbarian who clearly took it a lot more seriously? “It was just something that happened once with one of my professors.”

      “Once?”

      “Well, a few times, but he was older and wasn’t looking for a relationship. Neither was I, so it was perfect. I  don’t mean the sex was perfect. That actually wasn’t all that great, but the arrangement worked out for both of us. It was stress release. At least, that’s what he called it.”

      Stop babbling, Maxine. For once, Max agreed completely with her mother’s voice in her head. She needed to shut the hell up.

      Kush didn’t say anything, but she could feel something pretty strong coming off him. What was it? Confusion? Jealousy? Anger? Before she could tell him that it had been a long time ago, and there was no need to get worked up about it, lightning cracked overhead and illuminated the room.

      She craned her neck around to look up through the skylight as another bolt split the inky sky. “I didn’t know deserts got a lot of rainstorms.”

      “We do not, but we get light from the heavens. Usually as a sign.”

      “A sign?” The scientist in Max bristled. “Like from the gods?”

      Kush made a disapproving noise in his throat. “The goddesses control our planet.”

      Even though she liked the idea of a bunch of badass barbarian guys believing in goddesses, she also found the concept of a magical deity hard to swallow. She’d been trained in science. She proved and disproved things through experiments. The concept of goddesses sending lightning made her almost laugh.

      “You do not believe me,” Kush said, twisting to face her.

      “I never said that.” Max kept her head turned toward the water, since Kush was completely naked beside her, and she was apparently more of a prude than she’d claimed to be. “I’m a scientist. I’ve never believed in gods or goddesses. It’s not personal to your planet. It’s just me.”

      Kush was quiet. “Our planet must seem strange to you.”

      She shrugged. “Not really. I’ve been to a lot of odd places. Trust me, this place is way better than the planet that was almost entirely volcanic, and you never knew when the next eruption would come. I never want to run from a lava river again for as long as I live.”

      “You like living in different places?” Kush asked. “Never having a home?”

      Max straightened her legs, and the water sluiced off her skin. “I’m used to it. My research ship is my home.”

      “But it is only you and your droid on this ship?”

      “Sometimes,” Max said, her stomach tightening as she though about her lab tech droid, Neo. “But he’s a really great droid.”

      “I cannot imagine life without my clan,” Kush said.

      “You’re lucky,” Max said. “The closest I’ve ever come to a clan is getting nabbed by the bounty hunters.”

      Kush swirled his legs in the water, sending small waves across the surface to splash against the far wall of the tub. “They do seem like a clan. They are very dedicated to each other, and very determined to get you back.

      Max’s throat constricted unexpectedly. “They want to collect the bounty on my head.”

      “I do not think so. They think of you as one of them now.”

      Max had never been a part of a group, especially not a group of women. She nudged her shoulder against his. “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

      “Dothveks do not say things that are not true.” He nudged her back, but his nudge was naturally harder. Max slipped from the edge of the pool and splashed down into the steamy water up to her chest.

      She yelped, shocked by the sudden rush of hot water and by the fact that her dress was now plastered to her body. There was another splash behind her, and Kush was next to her in the water. He scooped her into his arms and hurried her out of the pool, putting her down in front of him.

      “I am sorry. I did not mean to push you so hard. I forget how small you are.”

      Water poured from the soaked fabric of her dress and puddled around her feet, as she stood so close to his naked body she could feel his heavy breaths. Tipping her head back, she dared to look into his eyes, the pupils dark and flashing with desire.

      “Why do you fight this?” His words came out in pants as he held her, and she could feel his crumbling restraint as he clung to its last shreds.

      Max backed away. “Because we’re too different. You can’t possibly want someone like me.”

      “But I do want you,” he said, his voice a choked whisper. “You are the only thing I have ever wanted for myself.”

      “I can’t…” she said, then stopped herself. She couldn’t believe him. It was too much of a mismatch, and her rational brain hated things that didn’t fit.

      His face twisted in pain, then he turned away, picking up his pants and tugging them on over his wet skin. “Do not worry. I will leave you alone.”

      “Kush, I…”

      “Get some sleep.” He cut her off, his back still to her. “I will keep watch.”

      Max watched as he strode to the door, scooping up the agasi cloak and disappearing under the dark hood.

      Nice going, Max, she told herself. You just pissed off your only friend and your only chance out of here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      K’alvek tapped his heels into the furry side of the jebel, urging it forward as his mate leaned into him, her back flush against his bare chest. He was still fuming from the argument he’d had with the clan leader, but in the end, his mother had stepped in and argued sweetly for the mission, managing to convince Zatvar with her fluttered eyelashes and enticing voice. As glad as he was to be on the sands heading for the Crestek city, he wished he had not had to witness that. Even though he’d made a begrudging peace with his mother’s choice, he preferred seeing as little of the clan leader as possible. It was another reason he was happy to be back on the sands, where he belonged.

      “Is there any chance of riding a more graceful animal?” Danica asked, shifting on the saddle that covered the creature’s wide back.

      “Graceful?” he asked, as the jebel ambled down a steep dune, his wide feet sending powdery sand up in a cloud behind him. “We don’t need grace, we need speed. Nothing can move faster across the sand than a jebel. Except perhaps a Dothvek.”

      Danica twisted her head to peer up at him, shielding her eyes from the pounding rays of the planet’s two suns. “I know, I know. The humans are slowing you down.”

      He shrugged, not denying her statement. The human females were slowing them down, but their presence on the mission had been unavoidable, although not completely unwelcome. He used one hand to tug her so that she bumped up against his cock, which had been hard since she’d settled herself on the saddle in front of him hours earlier.

      She elbowed him gently in the ribs. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I would think by now you’d know what I’m doing. I am enjoying the feel of your—”

      She nudged him again, this time harder. “Keep it down. I don’t want everyone to hear you.”

      “If I could keep it down, I would, but your ass is making that difficult,” he whispered.

      “Anything you feel like sharing with the group?” Tori called out as her jebel came up on theirs. “Like maybe how much longer until we’re there?”

      K’alvek turned his attention to Danica’s crew mate. She was the only female who had insisted on riding her own jebel, and he was impressed she was handling the ornery creature as well as she was.

      Holly turned around, craning her body to see around the Dothvek warrior she rode in front of, her red hair spilling down her shoulders. “We haven’t even left the desert yet.”

      Tori let out an impatient breath. “This is taking too long. Who knows what’s happened to Max by now.”

      “Don’t say that,” Holly said. “I’ll bet she’s terrified to be by herself.”

      “It’s not your fault she was taken, and you were saved,” Danica said. “You can’t keep beating yourself up about it.”

      Holly didn’t look convinced. “You don’t understand. We were in it together. We’d worked together on the ship, we were taken together, and we stuck together the entire time. She looked out for me. I should have made sure she was with me. It’s my fucking fault.”

      “The captain’s right,” Caro said, as her jebel drew alongside Tori’s. “Everything happened too fast. The Cresteks ran off with her before we knew they still had her.”

      “And she’s not alone,” Vrax said from where he sat behind Caro, his dark hair flowing down his bare back. “Kush is with her.”

      “A lot of good that does,” Tori mumbled. “Max has never laid eyes on him before. As far as she knows, you’re all crazy, half-dressed aliens trying to kill her.”

      Vrax growled low and shot her a look. “I would not kill her, but maybe some females.”

      Tori flashed him a menacing smile. “I’d like to see you try it.”

      “We should not fight among ourselves,” K’alvek said, his voice firm. “We are one clan now, and we all want to get Kush and your bounty back.”

      “Max,” Holly said. “And she’s not our bounty anymore.”

      Tori grumbled something about making friends with all the wanted criminals in the galaxy, but Holly ignored her.

      “So how are we going to get them out, anyway?” Danica asked.

      “From what I could see, the walls went all the way around their city,” Tori said. “And they’re high.”

      “We could always use one of us as bait,” Holly suggested.

      “What? Like having you dance outside the gates and see if they’ll open up?” Tori let out a snort of laughter, then stopped. “Actually, that might work.”

      Vrax shook his head as he looked at Tori. “For warriors, you have very strange tactics.”

      Tori pulled one of the sharp, metal sticks from her mass of dark curls and twirled it expertly around her fingers. “I’d be happy to show my tactics anytime, pretty boy.”

      A growl rumbled in Vrax’s throat. Clearly he didn’t like being called pretty, although with his long hair and startling, green eyes, the young warrior had seemed to attract the attention of the females, mostly Holly, although Danica assured him that the flame-haired engineer flirted with everyone as a kind of sport.

      “No,” K’alvek said, interrupting before Vrax could fire back a response. “Out of the question.”

      “You haven’t seen Holly dance yet,” Danica said, and all the females laughed, including Holly, who wiggled her hips and made the Dothvek behind her stiffen.

      “We cannot risk any females,” Vrax said. “It would be best if the Crestek never knew there were so many of you.”

      “Agreed,” K’alvek said. “You won’t enter the city with us.”

      “Excuse me?” Tori fixed him with a murderous gaze. “If you think I’m riding this smelly thing halfway across the planet to wait outside for the men to have all the fun, you’re crazy.”

      K’alvek sighed. “I knew this was a mistake.”

      Danica laughed, and his body reverberated, as well. “The mistake would be not using us and our special skill sets.”

      He nuzzled her neck. “I am very aware of your special skill set, mate.”

      “I mean, the fact that we have a shapeshifter with us who can get into the city without being detected.”

      His eyes scanned the rolling, gold dunes and spotted Bexli and Pog far in the distance. They’d transformed into some sort of creature that moved even faster across sand than jebels or Dothveks could, and he saw a flash of their long, green tails.

      His pretty little mate might have a point. As far as he knew, the Cresteks had no idea shapeshifters existed, and wouldn’t expect an incursion by someone like Bexli and her curious little pet.

      “If Bexli changed into something that could either get over or through the city walls, she could let the rest of us in,” Danica continued. “That way no one has to try to scale the walls.”

      He glanced down at her, momentarily startled that she knew his plan before he’d said it, then remembered she could sense his thoughts as easily as he could pick up on hers. One advantage—and drawback—to having a mind mate. Feeling a rush of affection for the small alien who’d stolen his heart, he leaned down and feathered a kiss on her neck. “You are as wise as you are beautiful.”

      She squirmed, her ass rubbing up against his cock as she laughed. “Kiss ass.”

      K’alvek gave a half shrug. “If you wish, although you will have to lift your ass higher for me to kiss it.”

      She shrieked as he put one hand under her round ass and pretended to lift. Tori cut her eyes to them before muttering something that contained the word “intolerable” and spurring her jebel to move ahead of them.

      “Don’t worry,” Caro said, although she looked straight ahead. “Tori’s never been great about sharing, and that includes her friends. She’ll adjust to the captain having a new number one.”

      “Remember how long it took her to accept Bexli?” Holly called back.

      “That’s because Pog kept leaving presents on her bunk,” Caro said, putting a hand up to stifle a laugh.

      “Not presents,” Tori shouted back from where her jebel loped along in front of Holly’s. “Shit. Little pellets of weird, shapeshifter dog shit.”

      The rest of the females broke into peals of high laughter that rang across the wide expanse of sand, and K’alvek saw that even Tori’s shoulders quivered a little. He’d never been around a group of females like these bounty hunter ones. Even though they weren’t even all the same species, they interacted like a family, teasing each other and talking in a shorthand he’d thought could only exist within a clan. He supposed they had formed their own clan of sorts. They certainly defended each other with the ferocity of a clan.

      He felt a swell of pride that his mate, the pale-haired female tucked into his chest, was the leader of the odd little clan. Despite her size, she had the heart of a warrior, and he recognized in her the same stubbornness and determination that had always driven him. She was his perfect match, and he gave thanks to the goddesses each day that she and her crew had crashed onto his planet. Even if it meant he was now trudging across the sands to rescue one of them.

      “So,” Danica said after they’d stopped teasing Tori and the procession of jebels had settled back into a steady rhythm. “What do you say to my plan?”

      He leaned back, as their jebel jogged down a steep slope of sand. “I think it is worth trying. You are correct that it will give us the element of surprise, always an advantage in a battle.”

      “You’re saying I was right?” Danica asked.

      He chuckled. “I am saying you are almost always right, my mate.”

      “Fast learner,” Caro said out of the corner of her mouth.

      “I hate to break up this love fest,” Holly said, swiveling around to look at them. “But should we be worried about that?”

      She extended one arm out to the horizon and K’alvek’s stomach clenched into a hard knot. Beyond the glimmering, golden waves of sand, the sky no longer blazed white in the distance. Instead, sheets of red seemed to fall from the sky and appeared to be racing across the dunes.

      “Sulala,” he said, his voice almost a whisper as it caught in his throat.

      Danica jerked her head to meet his eyes, her face clearly a mask of confusion at the word her internal translator had given her. “Blood rain?”

      K’alvek nodded, his lips pressed together in a grim line as he kicked his heels into his animal’s flank.

      “V’allah,” he bellowed to the other warriors as the jebels began running, their long necks extended and their furry waddles swinging back and forth. The Dothveks let out piercing war cries to urge their steeds to move faster, the deafening sound of their shouts combining with the growing roar of the approaching torrent.

      K’alvek felt Danica’s fear and confusion as she pressed her body into his, but he couldn’t slow. They had to reach the shelter of the rocks before the blood rain overtook them and created deadly, swirling eddies beneath the sand. He flattened both of their bodies together, her heartbeat knocking against his own chest. Faster.
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      Morning light was beginning to trickle in from the skylight in the center of the room, but it was still a dim, early light and not the brightness of the suns high in the sky. Not yet, at least.

      Max rolled away from the light and nuzzled closer to him, the heat of his body warming her. His big arm was draped over her hips, and her head was tucked in under his chin. It took her a few moments to wake completely and a few more to piece together why she was sleeping next to a half-naked alien.

      She lifted a hand to her head. Crestek wine wasn’t different from regular wine—both gave her headaches the next morning and made her memories fuzzy. The last thing she recalled was ditching her wet dress and crawling into bed as he’d stood watch by the door. At some point during the night, he’d obviously laid down on the other side of the bed  and she’d somehow rolled over to him. Not a total surprise, since his body weight made the entire bed sink toward him.

      They’d made it through a night in Crestek captivity, and she’d apparently made it all night sleeping next to the biggest, fiercest guy she’d ever seen without him making a move on her. Max wasn’t sure how she felt about that. It was still hard to wrap her mind around the ideas that someone so hot would be attracted to her, and that a seriously badass barbarian would also be so honorable.

      She knew it was probably crazy, but she felt safe next to the barely dressed, tattooed warrior. Even though the last thing they’d done was fight—and he’d walked away from her—she was still comforted by his closeness. Touching him seemed to have a strange calming effect, and made her feel safer than she felt around the more civilized aliens, with their fancy city and eunuch guards. Pulling back the blanket that covered both of them, she stroked a hand down his chest, loving the feel of his hard skin and the rigid muscles beneath it. Despite being firm and clearly impervious to extreme heat, his flesh was smooth and soft. She wondered how that was possible, since it didn’t feel so different from human skin.

      When her fingers brushed across one of his nipples, the skin around it beaded. His hand shot up, gripping hers tightly as his eyes flew open. For a moment, his entire body coiled as if he was ready to strike, then his gaze focused on her, and he seemed to remember where he was and who he was with. His hand relaxed, but his body did not.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “You thought I would sleep through a beautiful female touching me?” His voice carried no trace of anger, and she thought she saw a hint of a smile teasing the edges of his mouth.

      “No,” Her face heated at the surprise of being called beautiful. It wasn’t something she’d often been called. Smart, yes.  Accomplished, sure. Beautiful, not so much. “I guess I was curious. You’re different from humans, but I wasn’t sure how different.”

      Now, he smiled fully. “Touching me was like one of your experiments?”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but stopped. He was exactly right. “I’m really sorry. I guess I’m used to satisfying my curiosity. I never should have touched you like that.”

      His gaze met hers. “I like you touching me.” He released her hand. “You may continue to satisfy your curiosity, little one.”

      She laughed nervously. “No, that’s okay. I mean, I don’t want to—?”

      “But, you do,” he said. “You do want to, don’t you?”

      He was right. She wanted to run her hands over his skin and explore his ridges and touch the peaks of his ears. Her fingers almost buzzed in anticipation, as she rested a hand on his chest and pushed herself up on one elbow. “You sure you don’t mind?”

      He cocked an eyebrow at her. “No, I do not mind.”

      Max swallowed, her mouth dry, as she sat up completely and turned her attention to the massive alien stretched across the bed. He was so tall, he took up the entire length, his heels hanging off the edge. Even though he hooked his hands behind his head in a relaxed posture, she could see that his muscles in his thick neck and broad shoulders were bunched. Both nipples had hardened, the skin around them dusky gold.

      “Your skin is harder than ours,” she said. “But it’s also so soft.”

      “Not as soft as yours.” His words were controlled as she feathered her fingertips over the hard swell of his chest.

      “I guess not, but there must be some compound in it that protects you from the sun and sand.” She pressed gently against the gold flesh. “And that makes it such an amazing color.”

      Kush had closed his eyes and was breathing in and out slowly, the veins in his neck rigid.

      She moved her hand to his stomach, bumping across the tight, corded rows and brushing the top ridge in the v-shaped rows that led lower. She tried to keep her eyes from drifting to the hard bar of his cock that strained the still-damp leather pants. Her heart stuttered. It couldn’t really be that huge, could it? But she knew it was, even from the brief flash she’d gotten when he’d dropped his pants and sat next to her. She wrenched her thoughts away as she saw his eyebrows rise in amusement. “So, what are these for?”

      “My ridges? I do not know their true purpose,” he said. “I only know that females enjoy them.”

      “Femal—? Oh!” She pulled her hand back, as she imagined how much farther the ridges went below the waistband of his pants and how good they would feel if her legs were wrapped around his waist, and she was rocking against him.

      He groaned. “You should not do that, little one.”

      She took both her hands off him. “I thought you said it was okay.”

      “I will have a hard time controlling myself if you continue to imagine riding me like that.” He opened his eyes and they were blazing with desire.

      Her cheeks burned. “You read my mind?”

      “I could not help seeing what you envisioned. Your mind is very loud.”

      The empath thing again. She spluttered for a moment, not sure if that was a good or bad thing to have a loud mind. “You can’t just go around reading people’s thoughts, you know.”

      He sat up quickly, and she almost fell back, but he caught her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders to keep her upright. “I do not. I have never been able to sense the emotions of one who is not Dothvek.” He cupped her face in one hand. “And never have I felt another’s emotions so clearly. Your kind must have empathic abilities.”

      Max shook her head, her heart knocking in her ribs as he locked eyes with her. “I promise you we don’t. I’m just a regular human.”

      He ran his thumb over her bottom lip. “You are far from regular, little one.”

      Max could see herself reflected in him, his desire ragged as he sucked in uneven breaths. He wanted her. She could feel his need coursing through her, firing her blood. Before she could think better of it, she pulled his mouth to hers.

      He responded instantly, shifting her onto him. Even though she’d instigated the kiss, he quickly took over, parting her lips with a dominant swipe of his tongue. She moaned as his tongue tangled with hers, his lips softer than she’d imagined but also more insistent.

      Clutching the back of her head, Kush pulled her in deeper, exploring her mouth with a fervent hunger. His large hands caressed her back, moving to her bare ass and squeezing gently. When his fingers slipped lower, teasing her opening that was already slick with her juices, she moaned. When he pulled away, she was breathless and dizzy.

      “Kush,” she said, not knowing what she wanted from him, but knowing she didn’t want him to stop.

      “You are so wet for me, little one.” His voice was husky, but shook with barely contained desire.

      His thick finger pressed into her and she let out a breathy sigh, her hips instinctively shifting to take more of him. His eyes burned hot, and his breathing was uneven. “You are tight.”

      “It’s been a really long time since I…”

      He smiled up at her. “Good.” He pushed his finger in farther. “There is only me now.”

      A faint alarm bell sounded in the back of her brain. Part of her thrilled at his possessiveness—no one had ever wanted her as much—but another part of her knew she stood stop him. It wasn’t like this could go anywhere, could it? A scientist and a barbarian? Her brain said no, but her body clearly hadn’t gotten the message. It was hard to care about anything but how good it felt to have his huge finger sliding in and out of her.

      Swiveling her hips, she took him deep, gasping when he sank another finger inside her. The sensation of him stretching her with his massive fingers had her arching her back and grinding into his hard cock.

      In a single, seamless move, he lifted them both and flipped her onto her back, settling himself between her legs. When he slipped his fingers out of her and tugged his pants down, his long cock jutting up—rock-hard with raised rings down the impressive length of it—Max snapped out of her daze.

      She pushed away from him, hating herself for being such a coward, but knowing she was doing the best thing for both of them. “I can’t do this.”

      “But you want to,” he said, catching his breath. “I can feel it.”

      Tears stung the back of her eyes when she heard the hurt in his voice, but she shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. It can’t work out. I’m on the first ship off this planet and you’re…not.”

      All the air seemed to leave him, along with the fiery desire that had been pounding through him. She could feel him deflate as he sat back. It was like she’d given voice to what he’d feared all along.

      “But there is no ship,” he reminded her.

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m always going to be trying to leave and get back to my work. It’s what I do.”

      “But you are all alone.”

      He obviously didn’t understand how she could choose to be alone. Sometimes she didn’t get it either, but she’d been on her own for so long, it was all she knew.

      “Trust me. You don’t want a girl like me,” she said, her smile quivering.

      His eyes flashed, but not hot and needy. This time, they were angry. “Maybe you are right. Maybe you are not right for me.”
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      Kush glowered from under his hood as he followed Max and the Crestek females out of the room. He’d barely jumped up and thrown on the cloak before the giggling attendants had swept into the room and begun fussing over Max. Luckily, they didn’t seem to find it surprising that she would be in bed unclothed.

      They also seemed oblivious to the flush on the human’s chest, or how heavily she was breathing. They seemed much more preoccupied by the new gown they’d brought—pale blue and just as flimsy as the other dress. Kush knew why these females never left the city. They wouldn’t last until the suns set wearing those delicate fabrics.

      He’d averted his eyes while they’d slipped the new dress on, even though there was no need. He’d already seen her, but somehow he felt like watching without her permission was wrong. Just knowing the silky fabric was sliding over her bare skin had made his cock throb uncomfortably. Luckily, the laughter and chatter of the females had drowned out his groan as he attempted to press his cock down—to no avail.

      Now that he’d fallen in step behind Max and the Crestek guards, he crossed his hands in front of himself to hide the bulge he was afraid might stand out even through the cloak. Sons of the goddesses, she made him harder than he’d ever been in his life, but she also made him want to put his fist through a wall.

      He didn’t understand how she could choose to be alone. He couldn’t imagine not having his clan and his cousin and the familiar hum of their thoughts with his. Did she really prefer life with a droid to being with him? The hard ball of fear roiling in his gut hardened into something darker.

      “Where are we going again?” Max asked, flanked by the two attendants, with a pair of guards bringing up the rear behind him.

      “A reception for you to be introduced to everyone,” one of the females said.

      “Everyone?” Max asked, her voice cracking. She darted a glance back at him, but he didn’t look up or break stride.

      “Not everyone,” the other female admitted with a giggle. “But the right Cresteks.”

      Kush suppressed a growl. He suspected that the right Cresteks were all males of mating age. Males who would sniff around his female and want to claim her for themselves. He clenched his hands into fists. He would never let that happen. He might not have her, but he would never let her be claimed by another.

      No, he would rip the heart out of any Crestek who laid a hand on her.

      She glanced back again, her eyes wide. Had she felt his rush of fury? He attempted to calm his mind and steady his breathing. It would do neither of them any good if he was discovered to be an imposter and taken away.

      After winding their way down the circular ramp of the building, the guards held open the doors, leading the way out into the city square. When he’d followed Max into the city, Kush had been too pumped with adrenaline to pay attention to many details, but he knew it had not looked like this.

      Colorful lanterns were suspended in the air and swaths of fabric crisscrossed overhead to shield against the rays of the suns. It was still bright and warm, the midday heat bouncing off the smooth stone covering the ground. The Cresteks filling the square were in light-colored robes, no doubt because of the heat, although Kush noticed several in darker colors around the perimeter—guards and other workers, he assumed. A few Crestek females wore slips of dresses like Max, fanning themselves while the men looked at the alien female with undisguised curiosity and, in some cases, lust.

      “My dear.” The chancellor stepped forward in his silver robe. “Thank you for coming. We wanted to extend our hospitality to you. I know you’ve been stuck in that room with nothing but an agasi for company.”

      He made a face, not even bothering to look at Kush.

      Max allowed herself to be propelled forward, although Kush could feel her distrust of the elder.

      The chancellor didn’t pause for her the reply. “You remember my son, T’Kar.” The large Crestek turned and smiled at Max, but his amber eyes did not look any farther south than her face.

      Maybe Max was right, and the chancellor’s son did not desire her. He scanned the crowd milling about. That didn’t mean other Crestek males weren’t busy taking in every bit of her exposed skin. He could feel the wanting that emanated from them, and he reminded himself to stay calm.

      None would try to press a claim with her. Not in broad daylight, and not with her on the arm of the chancellor’s son. Focus on the mission, he told himself. Keep her safe and get her out.

      Kush glanced up, trying to get a glimpse of the walls without tipping his head back and revealing his long barbarian’s braid. The tops of the stone buildings crowded the square, making it impossible for him to determine where in the city they were, although he suspected they were near the center. It made sense to keep captives in the heart of the city. They would be harder to reach, and an escape would be more difficult.

      “Fall back, agasi.” The chancellor’s sharp voice started him, and he instinctively moved a hand to his waist, although his blade was beneath the unwieldy robe. “My son does not need a shadow while he courts the female.”

      Kush dropped his head in what he hoped was an act of submission as he backed away. His gaze never left her, even as he slipped out of the courtyard and stepped under the eaves of the corridor than ran around the open area.

      He felt her eyes find him, but he did not meet her gaze as he took up his post against one of the stone arches. He would protect her, but that was it.

      He could sense that she was not afraid of T’Kar, but she was unsure around so many eager Cresteks, although she smiled and nodded as they sought her attention. T’Kar introduced her as each male approached, and then expertly steered her away again. If he wasn’t a Crestek, Kush might have been impressed by how he kept the others away from Max.

      Even if he hadn’t been able to sense what the crowd thought about the human, he could hear their whispers.

      “So small.”

      “Is she a child?”

      “Where are her ridges?”

      Their planet certainly contained other species, but the Cresteks had isolated themselves for generations. Most had probably never laid eyes on a Dothvek or one of the pot-bellied scavengers who roamed the sands.

      He tracked Max and T’Kar as they walked around the perimeter of the square, an attendant handing them goblets of wine. He frowned as he watched Max take a long gulp and hoped this was not the same drink she’d had last night. He did not relish the thought of beating back a courtyard filled with Crestek males, although he reminded himself that she would not want him to do that.

      A rivulet of sweat dripped down his face. How did these Cresteks bear to wear such heavy cloaks all the time? He could barely stand the feel of the cloth covering his skin, and it made the heat stifling. He longed for the feel of the air on his back and the sands beneath his feet.

      When a female placed her nearly full goblet on a nearby table and walked away, he turned and snatched the glass, downing it in a single fast movement to quench his thirst. The drink was sweet, but it wasn’t what had been in their room the night before. He felt relieved, even though he knew he was in no danger of becoming intoxicated. Dothveks could hold their wine, and he could easily drink most of his brethren under the table.

      He returned his focus to the gathering, watching the Cresteks circle Max and T’Kar like predators. The only male not looking at Max like she was a delicious meal was T’Kar. Perhaps the male did not prefer females, he thought, although T’Kar did not appear to look at any of the males with interest, either.

      What was his game, Kush wondered?
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      Max swallowed the sweet drink, but made sure to take a small sip. She did not trust these guys not to try to get her drunk.

      She spotted Kush’s dark-blue cloak as he skirted around the edge of the open area, and an uncomfortable heat warmed her cheeks. She hated how they’d left things and the pained look she’d seen in his eyes. She’d obviously hurt him, and she could sense that it was not a hurt that would dissolve quickly.

      What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she just admit how he made her feel?

      “Are you overly warm?” T’Kar asked, his gaze lingering on her face. “Should we step out of the suns?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, taking another tiny sip of wine and trying not to think of Kush. “I’m adjusting to the heat on your planet.”

      “It is why we spend so much time indoors.” T’Kar set his own glass down without touching it and clasped his hands behind his back as they walked. “I trust your accommodations are to your liking?”

      She shrugged. Were they really going to pretend she was some honored guest, when she was staying in a windowless room behind a locked door, with guards barring he entryway and what they thought was a eunuch supposedly watching her every move? “It’s the nicest cell I’ve ever been in.”

      He flinched at the characterization. “Cell?”

      “Even the bounty hunters didn’t put guards outside or a watchdog inside,” she said. “Doesn’t it seem like overkill for one little woman?”

      T’Kar’s gaze went to Kush as he stood against a stone column, his head bowed and his eyes barely visible beneath the shadow of his hood. “I take it you do not have agasis where you come from?”

      “Guys who’ve had their balls cut off?” Max said. “No, that went out of fashion a couple of millennia ago.”

      She didn’t sense the same urgency in T’Kar that seemed to emanate from his father. And she definitely didn’t get the feeling he had any interest in her, which was good. Even though the alien was attractive, he didn’t do it for her. Not like Kush. The realization made her mouth go dry, and she took a swig of wine.

      The chancellor would be disappointed, not that she cared about that. Even if Max wasn’t attracted to Kush, there was no chance she and T’Kar would have made any sort of match. Although she didn’t sense arousal from him, she did pick up on interest.

      “Tell me about your home world,” he said, leading her farther away from Kush’s post.

      “Earth, or the labs I’ve called home ever since I left Earth?” she asked, continuing when he gave her a blank look. “The planet I come from pretty much destroyed itself with overpopulation and self-destructive stripping of resources. Now it’s a bit of a wasteland. Dead oceans, barren soil, one natural disaster after another. Anyone who can get off, leaves. I was actually born on a scientific research colony.”

      “My people also value discovery and technological progress,” he said. “It’s what makes us unique on our world. And detested.”

      “Science is a dual-edged sword,” she said. “Earth had significant technological advancement before it imploded on itself.”

      T’Kar nodded, eyeing her. “Yes, not all our discoveries have been good.” He lowered his voice. “I sometimes fear they have made us weak. I know they have brought death.”

      Max suspected that he meant the virus that had reduced their female population, and that of the Dothveks. And had meant the death of the scientists who’d created it. She was surprised he would make such an admission to an alien captive, although she also got the feeling that talking openly wasn’t valued in the Crestek city. Maybe the fact that she wasn’t one of them made it possible for him to be honest.

      “You aren’t what I expected,” Max said, looking up at the tall alien, his dark hair brushed back to reveal pointed ears, and thought how strange it was that his people and the Dothveks looked so similar, yet despised each other.

      He inclined his head slightly, as if bowing. “Neither are you.”

      “I guess that’s probably a good thing for both of us.”

      Before he could respond, a Crestek woman approached. She wore her dark hair piled up in a mound of perfectly formed curls, and the neckline of her dress draped dangerously low.

      “You’re keeping her all to yourself, T’Kar,” the woman said, slapping playfully at his arm. “She’s not your property, you know. At least, not yet.”

      T’Kar’s expression darkened. Clearly, he didn’t like hearing her referred to as his property any more than she did.

      “I’m not—” she began, but the woman cut her off.

      “I was only teasing T’Kar,” the Crestek said, winking at her with long, lavender lashes. “Anyway, he knows he can’t keep you all to himself. Luckily for us, that’s not the way it works anymore.”

      “I doubt our guest is interested in how things work,” T’Kar told her, his tone carrying a warning the woman clearly didn’t catch.

      The Crestek looped her arm though Max’s. “Well, I would be if I were here. I’d want to know how many males I could pick.”

      Max wasn’t sure she’d heard right. “Did you say how many males I can pick? Pick for…” Her words trailed off, even though she suspected she already knew the answer.

      “Pick to fuck, of course,” the woman whispered in her ear, her words buzzing hot against her lobe.

      She jerked back as if she’d been pinched. “What?”

      T’Kar looked stricken, as the woman let out a high-pitched peal of laughter.

      “Don’t tell me you didn’t know?” She pulled Max forward with her. “It’s one of the loveliest things about being a female here. We have all the power.”

      “What if you don’t want more than one…?”

      The curly-haired creature wrinkled her nose. “Why would you limit yourself to just one partner? There are too few of us for that.” She squeezed Max’s arm. “Just think. Males falling all over themselves for your attentions. And each one wanting to please you more than the rest so you’ll choose him again.” She spared T’Kar another glance. “The chancellor’s son may have more than one female and he may even be able to force an exclusive claim, but he’s a special case.”

      Max felt the wine curdling in her stomach. She knew other planets and civilizations had different moral codes, but no way would she consider having a revolving door of lovers. She was definitely a one-man type of girl, and she realized that Kush’s gaze was focused on her with laser-like intensity.

      She peered around the woman who continued to prattle on about variety, and spotted Kush. He’d moved to stand beside another pillar to be closer to her, and from the dark look trained on the woman clutching her arm, he’d heard every word. She couldn’t help feeling a small rush of pleasure that he still cared enough to be outraged.

      Even though she knew the Dothveks had as few women as the Cresteks, she also knew the last thing the alpha warriors would do would be share their females. Even the thought angered him, and she could feel the heat of his fury at the idea of her with another man. Even worse, multiple Cresteks. Max was surprised he hadn’t already started attacking the crowd with his blades drawn.
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      Before Kush could push his way through the crowd and rip the Crestek’s female’s hand from Max’s arm, he heard a sharp intake of breath behind him. He’d been so intent on watching his female, and so focused on suppressing his anger at the idea of her with multiple males that he hadn’t noticed the darkening sky above him. He had to peer through the swagged fabric to see that it was not a sandstorm approaching.

      The heavy clouds above were crimson, blocking the light of the suns as they stained the sky red. He didn’t have time to warn Max before the skies opened up, and the blood rains fell down in a roaring torrent.

      Screams tore the air as the Cresteks were pounded with the rush of water, the sheets moving sideways and flooding the square almost instantaneously. Kush tried to spot Max, but her pale-blue dress disappeared in the downpour as figures dropped and ran.

      Blood rains were rare, but could be deadly, unleashing a deluge within a short time and leaving behind trails of red clay from elsewhere on the planet. On the sands, the crimson rain would seep into the ground and create swirling eddies. Here, in a city paved with stones, it had nowhere to go.

      Panic made his heart hammer in the chest as he searched for her, the roar of the storm drowning out him screaming her name. He could feel her fear, but he couldn’t see her. Pushing aside all his previous hurt, Kush’s gaze bored through the crowds of stumbling Cresteks, desperately searching for her as the water rose rapidly in the courtyard.

      Moving quickly around the covered perimeter—Cresteks barreling into him in their attempt to escape the rains—he finally spotted her. She stood in the storm with her hands over her head, and her shoulders hunched. The thin dress was plastered to her body, the red of the rain staining her dress, and running off her in claret-colored rivulets. T’Kar had been knocked to his knees, and he appeared to be yelling for her to run.

      Relief flooded him, even as his heart contracted at the sight of her, helpless and small. Kush did not wait for her to move. He dashed out into the courtyard, the water hammering him as he scooped her up and carried her to safety. When he reached the covered area crowded with Cresteks gasping and shouting, he didn’t stop. He plowed through the crowds and ducked into a narrow alleyway, dodging underneath awnings and moving through the narrow corridors and streets until he found a deserted alleyway with a deep alcove where they could both hide without being seen.

      He lowered her feet to the floor, but her arms remained around his neck. The soaked fabric clung to her skin, outlining her hard nipples and her narrow waist. Kush’s cock stiffened as he realized he could see every curve of her small body as if she was naked. He moved so that she was against the wall and no one else could see her, as he dragged both palms down her body. Every sweet curve he thought of as his, and even the idea of a Crestek seeing her like this made his blood boil. The thought of many Crestek males with her, made him want to kill someone.

      The rains still cascaded behind them, and he felt the waters rising around his feet. In the sands, he would have to worry about quickly forming streams that could sweep him away and under the surface, but he did not know what happened in the city with hard stones for ground.

      Pressing her against the wall, his body and the cloak he wore shielded them both from anyone seeing them, although with the storm raging, he doubted anyone could see more than an arm’s length in front of them. Blood rains were marked by their ferocity, even though the storms passed quickly.

      He felt her shaking and lowered his mouth to her ear, so she could hear him over the deafening rush of the water. “Are you unhurt?”

      She nodded, but her shoulders shook. “They want me to…”

      “I know,” he said. “I would never let that happen.” You are mine, was what he wanted to add.

      “I’m sorry about what I said.” She peered up at him, nearly yelling to be heard. “Earlier.”

      He shook his head. His anger had melted away when he’d thought she was in danger. Even his fury at the Cresteks had dissipated. All he cared about was that she was safe and with him. “I am also sorry. I was upset and scared.”

      She trembled. “I’m still scared. Scared I ruined things.”

      Running a finger down her face, he cupped her chin. “What do you think you ruined, little one?”

      She hesitated, then the words spilled out of her in a flurry. “I have a habit of shutting people out, but I don’t want to shut you out. Not anymore.”

      His heart thudded in his chest. “Do you think I would give up on you so easily?”

      She hitched her breath, her eyes shining. “I hope not.”

      He pulled her into him, covering her cold, tiny body with his warm one, and tucking her wet head beneath his chin. Her body shook gently before his warmth permeated her, relaxing her body and making her sigh. After a moment, he felt her hands roaming across his chest, and then the flutter of her fingertips over one of his nipples. His eyes nearly rolled into the back of his head.

      When he gazed down at her, she lifted her head to meet his eyes. “Please, Kush.”

      That was all he needed. He crushed his mouth to hers, savoring the sweet taste of her mixed with the tang of the wine. The roar of the storm seemed to disappear as she stroked her tongue against his, her lips moving against his eagerly.

      He loved feeling her pleasure, but he needed more. A primal desire thrummed in his chest. He needed to claim her and make the little female his. He’d felt it since he’d first revealed himself to her. Now he needed to show her.

      “You want this?” he asked when he tore his mouth from hers. “You are sure?”

      Her eyes were half-lidded as she gazed up at him, her nod her only response.

      He couldn’t go slow. Need was drumbeat pounding through him, making his hands urgent and his mouth desperate. Stroking one hand down the wet curves of her body, he cupped her sex, hearing her sharp intake of breath. Her hips moved restlessly as he skimmed a hand between her thighs and nudged them apart.

      Within moments, she was fumbling with his pants, pushing them down and grasping his cock as it sprang free. Her soft fingers danced along his shaft, her tiny hand bumping along his ridged rings but not closing all the way around him. Her eager touch was like fire in his veins, and he slid her dress up just as quickly, moving his hands to clasp her ass and lifting her up. Her usual hesitation was gone, dissolved in the urgency of the moment.

      “You are mine,” he said, feeling her quiver beneath his roaming fingers.

      She looked up at him with hungry eyes, wetting her lips and beckoning him with a small nod. “I know.”

      He paused, his eyes searching hers. “Is this what you want?”

      She nodded. “I want you inside me, Kush.”

      He notched his cock at her entrance, forcing himself to go slow, even though his need to claim her that instant almost brought him to his knees.

      She moved her hips and his crown pushed inside, stretching her and making her pupils flare. She bit the corner of her lip. “I want you.”

      He clutched her hips and moved her down slowly, her tight heat stretching and enveloping him. Her breathing became shallow and her body jerked away, but he held himself inside her.

      “So big,” she said through gasps.

      He kissed her gently, his lips caressing hers as he gave a final sharp thrust and buried his cock inside her. After a moment, he felt her fingers relax from where she’d sunk them into his shoulders.

      “Better?” he asked, when he pulled back and saw the look of pleasure on her face.

      “So much better,” she said, her eyelids fluttering. “Your ridges…”
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      “What about my ridges?” he asked, the words ground out between jagged breaths.

      Max had never felt anything quite like it. Not only did he fill her more she could have imagined, the hard bumps that ringed his cock made her lose the ability to think. She steadied her breath as he held himself inside her, letting her stretch around him. “They feel…so good.”

      “Not as good as you, my little one.”

      Max loved hearing him call her that, even though she knew she shouldn’t. It shouldn’t turn her on that he called her his or that he clearly felt he’d staked a claim on her. But it did. She loved that this huge, gorgeous creature wanted her. She liked being his little one, and she loved his huge alien cock with the hard rings around it. She liked being his and his alone, even though her rational mind knew it didn’t make sense.

      For now, she didn’t care what made sense. She’d been flying solo for so long, that it felt good to be connected to someone again. And as his eyes held hers, she could feel their connection, his feelings for her tangled up in her mind. She didn’t care that he was an alien from a primitive planet who understood nothing about her life. It didn’t matter that she worked in a lab, and he walked around barely dressed and armed to the teeth. She didn’t care about any of that. She only cared about how good he felt inside her, and how his hot gaze made her feel—like she was the only thing that existed for him.

      As the burning sensation eased, she tightened her legs around him, bracing her feet against the small of his back so she could move up and down his hard shaft. She’d never known how much she liked the pleasure mixed with pain of being so stretched—but she wanted more.

      He groaned as she drove herself onto him. “So tight.” The word escaped through gritted teeth as he held her ass and kept her from falling. He let her control the pace and the depth until she was making soft keening noises, and her hands were slipping on his slick shoulders.

      Pressing her back into the wall, Kush hiked her legs up higher and tilted his hips so the next stroke rubbed his ridges against her clit. Her entire body jerked and she rolled her head back.

      It really wasn’t fair to other species that the Dothveks had monster cocks with ridges, not to mention bumps that rubbed in all the right places. The Crestek women could have their multiple partners, but she’d take her wild barbarian over that any day.

      The rain was slacking off behind him, but the echo chamber of their alcove was filled with their mingled pants. He nestled his head next to hers, his mouth beside her ear and his hot breath sending shivers skating down her spine. “You are mine.”

      “Yes,” she said. At that moment she was completely his. Nothing existed outside the two of them.

      He thrust hard. “This tight heat is mine.”

      She gasped, closing her eyes and increasing her grip on him.

      He drove deeper. “Look at me, little one.”

      She forced her eyes to open and saw him looking intensely at her, his eyes nearly black with desire.

      “Say it,” he said, his voice hard and insistent.

      Her head swam with a pounding need. “Say what?”

      “Say you are mine. Say you are my mate.” He continued to thrust hard into her, each motion taking her breath away and sending frissons of pleasure cascading through her.

      She nodded. She would say anything he wanted as long as he made her feel this way. Her body burned like it never had before, all her nerve endings on fire. “I’m yours, Kush.”

      He shifted his grip on her ass and powered into her. “You are my mate? Only mine”

      “Only yours,” she said.

      On the next thrust, he swiveled his hips, his ridges circling her clit. Her body shattered, contracting around him as she came. As she clenched around his cock, he let out a husky cry, hammering home with an uneven, desperate rhythm as she dug her fingernails into his hard flesh to keep from collapsing. With a final roar, he emptied into her.

      When she could breathe again, she touched a hand to his damp hair and brushed a sweaty strand off his forehead. His hood had fallen back, but the cloak still clung to his shoulders and kept them both hidden from view.

      “Can you stand?” he asked, lowering her legs gently to the ground and slipping out of her.

      “I think so,” she said as her feet sank into the ankle-deep water. “I don’t know about walking, though. I may not be able to do that ever again.”

      His face twisted in concern. “Did I hurt you?”

      She grinned. “I’m teasing you. I mean, I might be a little shaky right now, but I’ll be able to walk again…eventually.”

      He kissed her, feathering his finger through her damp hair. “I am a little shaky, too, but I am happy to carry you for the rest of your life.”

      A momentary sense of regret fluttered in her belly. She didn’t intend to stay there forever. She pushed the thought away and hoped he hadn’t sensed it. She didn’t want anything to ruin the happy glow of the moment.

      He traced a finger down the side of her face, his eyes searching hers. “Are you sure you’re okay, little one?”

      “I’m sure.” She leaned into him, wrapping her arms around his waist and savoring the feel of his flesh. He was so strong and solid, and for the first time in a long time, she felt safe. Which was crazy, considering they were both trapped in an alien city and hiding in an alley.

      Kush looked over his shoulder. The blood rain was no longer coming down in curtains, but the drops pelted the ground, splashing up and stinging her legs.

      “Why is it red?” she asked, watching the crimson water swirl as her own brain refocused, full of questions, as usual.

      Kush shrugged. “It comes from across the sands, farther in the other direction than most of us have traveled. It leaves red clay we do not have on the sands.”

      Max wished she could study the planet—the gold sand, the red rains, the shimmering rocks. She suspected the unusual minerals could keep her busy for quite a while. Not if you’re going to get back to your research, she reminded herself.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      “We still have the cover of the rains. I do not think the Cresteks like to venture out in them. If we can make our way to the city walls, maybe we can find a way out.”

      “I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to climb stone walls in this rain.” She tugged at the sopping-wet fabric and it made a sucking noise as it pulled away from her skin. “Or in this thing.”

      “There must be another way through the gates. A hidden doorway. A passage. A gap. Something.”

      She wasn’t sure. The Cresteks seemed pretty hell-bent on keeping others out, and their people—especially their women—in. But she guessed they had to try. She slipped her hand in his. “As long as you don’t get caught. I don’t want to be locked up in here without you.”

      He shook his head. “I will never let that happen.”

      She believed him and squeezed his hand. He flipped his hood back up and tucked her under the cloak so she wouldn’t get wet, then they stepped out of the alcove and into the narrow corridor. They’d only gone a few steps when they reached a corner, pausing as a figure came around it and almost ran into them.

      Kush reversed himself quickly, keeping his head down, but the Crestek reached a hand out and grabbed his arm.

      Max sucked in a breath as she peered through the fat raindrops and saw that it was T’Kar. His eyes rested on her for a moment then slid back to Kush. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you two.”
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      Danica watched as K’alvek shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and squinted up at the high, stone walls again.

      “Watching like that won’t make her work faster,” she told him.

      The rains had cleared, and the swirling ruddy waters had begun to sink into the ground, creating deep puddles and flowing rivulets. They’d made it to the rocks before the blood rains had hit the sands, and had managed to run through the mountain pass by the time the downpour had stopped. Trudging over the soaked ground leading up to the Crestek city had been the most arduous part of the journey, their feet getting sucked into the crimson sludge, but now they stood beneath the city walls, watching Bexli go over a section in the back that seemed the most remote.

      “Give him a break.” Holly came up behind them, her soaking, red hair tied up in a top knot. “Remember how fascinated we were the first few times we watched Bexli shift into something else?”

      K’alvek glanced down at the two females. “What did you say this is?”

      Danica saw the last purple sucker disappear over the top of the stone barrier. “A Parinthian grentaling. It has five legs all covered with suction cups, so it can scale the sides of things and stay pretty flat.”

      K’alvek frowned. “She will not remain one of those Parin…Parthin…one of those things for long, will she?”

      Danica laughed. “I don’t think she’d blend in real well as a purple scuttling creature with five arms. She’s probably already transformed into one of them.”

      “Them?” K’alvek cocked his head at her.

      Holly waved a hand at the city. “A Crestek. She knows what they look like from our battle. If she’s laid eyes on something, she can shift into it.”

      “That is good to know,” he studied Danica. “Has she ever shifted into one of you before?”

      “No way,” Tori said, walking up as she rubbed her hair pins back and forth, as if she was sharpening them. “Team rule. No shifting into your friends.”

      “That was Tori’s rule,” Danica said under her breath. “She wasn’t crazy about the idea of a Lycithian shape shifter joining our crew.”

      “Do you blame me?” Tori shook her head. “The woman can make herself into just about anything. The last thing I wanted was to crawl into my bunk and realize I was sleeping on Bexli. Or have a conversation with the captain and find out it wasn’t the captain.”

      K’alvek’s gold eyes widened. “That would be a surprise.”

      “Tell me about it,” Tori said, then let out a breath. “But turns out it’s pretty helpful to have someone who can shift into anything when you’re chasing criminals around the galaxy.”

      Holly nudged the security chief. “Even Pog has grown on you.”

      Tori shot a look at the green puff hopping around at their feet. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “I do not like waiting,” K’alvek said. “We could be going over the wall ourselves by now.”

      The Dothveks behind them made noises that indicated they agreed with K’alvek. After an exhausting journey where they’d all gotten soaked to the bone, none of them liked reaching their target and waiting. It went against all of their warrior instincts.

      “We’d be totally outnumbered,” Danica reminded him, tucking her hand in his. “The last thing I want is to have more of us stuck behind those walls. Give Bexli some time. She’ll get it done.”

      K’alvek gave a reluctant grunt of agreement. “We will wait, if only because I do not think you can get over the wall, and I would not like to leave you behind.”

      Danica leaned into him, savoring the feel of his skin against hers and how it sent pulses of calm through her. She’d learned not to let his energy make her goofy anymore, but she still enjoyed the way it felt. “That’s so sweet and so sexist.”

      He furrowed his brow, clearly confused by the word. Although he’d learned her language quickly after removing the temporary translator, some phrases still baffled him. He lowered his head so he could whisper in her ear. “You want to engage in sex now?”

      She swatted him playfully and tried to give him a severe look. “No. I said it’s sexist, meaning you think I can’t climb the wall because I’m not a man.”

      He shook his head. “I think you cannot climb the wall because you are small and not a Dothvek. I do not think one of your human men could do it, either.”

      Tori chuckled. “He’s got you there.”

      “Don’t be too quick to laugh,” Caro said, scooping up a nervous Pog and ruffling his fur. “They probably don’t think you could do it, either.”

      The smile dropped from Tori’s face as Vrax snorted with laughter behind her. She flipped her sharp, shiny sticks around and slipped them into her belt, planting her hands on her hips and spinning to face the young warrior with loose dark hair that hung loose over his shoulders. “You feel like a race to the top, hot stuff?”

      He rose from where he’d been squatting down with several other Dothveks, towering over Tori and grinning down at her. “You wish to challenge me, female?”

      Tori visibly bristled at being called a female. “Unless you’re afraid a female will show you up.”

      Vrax’s cocky grin disappeared. “I have no fears.”

      K’alvek cleared his throat. “There will be no challenges. We are here to find our clansman and rescue their human. You will save your battles for another time.”

      Vrax twitched one shoulder up and down and winked at Tori. She let out an exasperated noise and stomped away.

      Caro watched her crew mate pace a furious circle. “Someone’s a little stressed about the rescue mission.”

      “You know she’s always like this before we go after a bounty,” Holly reminded them. “She stalks around the ship for a day barking at everyone, threatens to put Pog out an airlock a few times, and complains that the ship is too hot or too cold.”

      K’alvek eyed the Zevrian. “She is very much like a Dothvek.”

      Danica thought her mate might be right about Tori. She had a lot in common with the barbarian warriors, although she wasn’t going to be the one to tell her.

      A low rumble made her glance up at the sky. Was there another storm coming? She’d had just about all she could take of rain, especially the blood-red kind, and she’d just as soon not go through another sandstorm. She put a hand up to shade her eyes, since the suns shone brightly in the sky. No clouds, and no sign of an impending storm.

      Before she could ask K’alvek what other kind of catastrophic weather his planet had, the rumble grew to a roar. She knew that sound. It wasn’t a storm. It was a spaceship.

      “Shit!” Holly clutched her arm. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Are we rescued?” Caro asked, lifting her face to the sky to search for the ship.

      Danica felt K’alvek tense beside her, and her own stomach roiled with both excitement and dread. She’d made her peace with staying on the planet with her alien barbarian mate. She couldn’t imagine not being with him, and she definitely couldn’t imagine leaving the planet without him. But she felt sick at the idea of watching her crew leave without her. They were her teammates, her best friends, her family for the past five years. Losing them would be like losing a part of herself. But losing K’alvek would be like cutting out her own heart.

      She tightened her grip on his hand, hoping to reassure him. He looked down at her, his expression stricken, and she leaned closer. She didn’t need their mind connection to know his fears. She felt them herself.

      “Double shit,” Caro said, her tone grim as she dropped Pog and he ran in circles, yipping furiously.

      Holly made a strangled noise, clamping a hand over her mouth.

      Danica pulled her gaze away from her mate and saw what had the two women so startled. It wasn’t a rescue ship descending into the atmosphere above them. It was Mourad.

      Tori materialized at her side. “What is that asshole doing back here? We don’t have any more ships for him to blow up.”

      Danica tried to swallow but her throat was like sandpaper. She had a pretty good idea why their nemesis bounty hunter—the Gorglik who’d damaged their ship and marooned them on the planet in order to remove them as competition—would have returned.

      “We still have something he wants,” she said, darkly.

      “Max,” Tori said. “He’s here for Max.”

      Holly dropped the hand from her mouth. “I guess he finally figured out that Dr. Max Dryden isn’t a male scientist.”

      “I’ll bet he’s not happy,” Caro said.

      Holly frowned. “That miserable bastard doesn’t do happy.”

      K’alvek turned Danica to face him. “This Mourad is bad?”

      “Very,” she said, glancing behind her at the Dothvek warriors who’d all risen to their feet and now stood at alert, their hands over their blades and their stance wide. “And dangerous. He and his crew have weapons that make the Cresteks look like they’re shooting with water guns.”

      K’alvek’s brows pressed together.

      Danica shook her head. There was no time to explain water guns. “The point is we’re outmatched and outgunned. We can’t go head-to-head with them and win. Mourad doesn’t play fair and has no interest in honor.”

      K’alvek growled low, and she felt the rumble all the way to her toes. “He wants to take your crew member, Max?”

      “Technically our bounty,” Tori said, but adding quickly when Holly glared at her, “but yes, now she’s one of our crew.”

      “Then we will not let him take her,” K’alvek said, his eyes scanning his fellow warriors. “We will get her out of the Crestek city and hide her from him. Once we draw him and his crew out to the sands, we will defeat them. Very few can survive for long on the sands. Even fewer when they are being hunted.”

      A shiver went through Danica. She wasn’t sure if Mourad would be so easily defeated, but she loved K’alvek for never giving up. She knew he and his warriors would fight to the death to protect her and her friends. It was what terrified her.

      Mourad’s ship drew closer, and Danica tugged at K’alvek’s arm. “We shouldn’t let him see us.”

      They ran to a nearby outcropping of rocks and scraggy bushes, kneeling down and taking refuge under the granite overhangs. The Dothveks seemed to blend in as they crouched near the ground, their gold skin the same tone as the sand, and the ridges sweeping out from their spines almost mimicking rocks. No wonder they were such good hunters and so good at stealth.

      As she huddled low and felt the hot exhaust of the ship on her back, Danica’s thoughts went to Max and K’alvek’s cousin, Kush—both trapped inside the Crestek city. If they didn’t get them out before Mourad arrived with his weapons and his negotiations, the pair could find themselves being handed off to the vicious bounty hunter for a tidy reward, or a promise not to destroy their city. Danica knew from experience that Mourad used the carrot and the stick in equal measure, depending on his mood.

      Unfortunately, she doubted his mood would be very good after the realization that her all-female crew had tricked him. The asshole hated being made a fool of almost as much as he hated women.

      No, K’alvek was right. The only chance Max had of not ending up in one of Mourad’s dank cells was if they could get her away from the Cresteks and hide her. And then convince Mourad that she was killed or died in the desert.

      The knot in her gut hardened. As far as plans went, it wasn’t their best. Mourad was an ass, but he wasn’t stupid, and he wouldn’t take their word—or that of a bunch of primitive aliens—that the bounty was gone. But it was the only shot Max had. But first, they had to get her out of the city.

      Come on, Bexli, Danica thought. It’s all on you, now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Kush stared at T’Kar, weighing whether or not to kill him. The Crestek was alone, no guards to back him up. No one else in sight, actually. Kush could probably just knock him out, although when T’Kar woke, his disguise would be revealed. Whatever he did, he’d need to move fast, since the rain had slowed to a drizzle and people would be emerging from inside.

      The Crestek tilted his head before dropping his hand from Kush’s arm, his eyes moving smoothly from him to Max. “If you want to get out, you should come with me.”

      Neither he nor Max moved, although T’Kar spun on his heel and started walking back the way he’d come. After a few steps, he stopped and twisted his neck around to look at them. “The guards are looking for you. I suggest you come with me before they find you.”

      “Wait,” Max said, holding up her palms. “What? Does your father know about this?

      T’Kar let out a bitter cough of laughter. “My father? Hardly. My father is the worst of them.”

      “I don’t understand,” Max said. “The worst of what? Aren’t you all Cresteks?”

      T’Kar let out an impatient breath. “Not all of us believe in hiding behind walls and separating ourselves from our common brethren.” His gaze slid to Kush. “Some of us want to reunite with the Dothvek clan and return to our roots.”

      If the Crestek had sprouted wings and started flying, Kush did not think he would have been as surprised. Not only did this T’Kar claim to want to reunite with his people, he apparently knew there was not an agasi underneath the cloak.

      Kush searched the male for deception, but found none. Should he trust him? The idea of a group of Cresteks who wanted to return to the sands seemed incredulous, but, then again, he knew little about the Cresteks, except from stories told by his people, none of them flattering. It was possible that not every member of the Crestek city held the same views. It was also possible that this was a trap, and T’Kar was leading them back to captivity.

      He didn’t have much time to decide, so he took a deep breath and folded back his hood. “How did you know?”

      T’Kar’s mouth twitched up as he took in Kush’s long braid. “I did not sense a Crestek beneath the cloak, and certainly not a submissive agasi.”

      Kush registered another shock to his system. “You are empathic? I thought Cresteks had lost that ability generations ago.”

      “We did,” T’Kar said, also lowering his black hood, “but there are those among us who have worked to reactivate their ability. It has taken me years of practice, and I suspect my skills are still nowhere close to yours.”

      “How long have you known?” Kush asked, fascinated by this Crestek, so unlike any he’d imagined.

      T’Kar glanced at Max with a wry smile. “Since the first time I met her and felt your anger when I greeted her. It was the strongest emotion I’d ever sensed. It was why I made sure not to show any interest in the female. I did not wish to have my throat ripped out, as you so clearly imagined doing.”

      Kush felt like kicking himself. So much for Dothveks being known for stealth. “Does anyone else know?”

      T’Kar gave a curt shake of his head. “Just me. Although there is a small group of Crestek separatists, I did not want to risk it. The excitement at seeing a real life Dothvek might have been too much for them to contain.”

      Kush frowned. “Your people send scouts through the rocks often. Have so few of you really seen us?”

      “Only soldiers and, as you say, scouts,” T’Kar said, with a small shrug. “Most of our encounters with Dothveks do not result in witnesses left alive.”

      Kush felt both a stab of pride and regret.

      “This is all really interesting,” Max finally cut in, “but do you think we might be able to speed things up? I, for one, don’t feel like getting caught again.”

      “Of course.” T’Kar gave a quick bow. “There is a hidden tunnel that separatists use to get out of the city.”

      Kush couldn’t help but be impressed that the Cresteks had rebels, and that the rebels had built a tunnel. He grabbed Max’s hand as T’Kar hurried forward again and they followed.

      The alleyways were empty—everyone wisely inside to avoid the blood rains—so they ran easily through the labyrinth of twists and turns, the only sound that of their feet sloshing through the water and the last remaining raindrops splattering on rooftops. Although his sense of direction was excellent, Kush doubted he could retrace their steps, and he had no idea where they were. The buildings rising up on both sides pinned them in and made it impossible to determine how close they were to the city walls.

      After a while, T’Kar paused. It appeared they were in the bowels of the city, an area where high-borns probably never set foot. The smells of rubbish mixed with the scent of the rain, making his nose twitch.

      The Crestek motioned to a grimy doorway. “Through here.”

      Kush could feel Max’s hesitation, her hand quivering in his. If they were wrong and T’Kar was not who he claimed to be, this doorway could lead to something much worse than detention in a luxurious suite. He swallowed a lump of fear in his throat, wishing to the goddesses that he hadn’t led his female into a trap.

      “This is the way to the tunnel?” Max asked, not making a move to go through the doorway.

      “Yes.” T’Kar glanced furtively around them. “Others like me are waiting to lead you out of the city. I will return to my father and keep up the ruse. He mustn’t know of our existence.”

      Again, Kush sensed no deception from the Crestek. But his mind was not trained to sense emotions from his enemy, and Dothveks did not practice deception, so lying was not something he was actively trained to detect.

      Max peered up at him, finally shrugging. “What other option do we have?”

      Before he could agree with her, a lone Crestek appeared from the other end of the long alleyway. They all froze in place, T’Kar’s mouth falling open as the tall, cloaked male approached with long strides, flicking his fingers through his short, dark hair. Unusually, the tips of his hair were a pale shade of purple.

      Max squinted hard. “Bexli?”

      The Crestek grinned as his form morphed from that of a huge male to that of a petite Lycithian with a lilac bob. Kush blinked hard several times, and T’Kar staggered back several steps.

      Even though he’d seen the shapeshifting member of the bounty hunter crew before, he’d never watched her shift from one form to another. From the shocked look on his face, T’Kar obviously had no idea such a thing as shapeshifters existed.

      “How did you know?” Bexli asked, brushing her arms as if she’d merely changed clothing.

      “Not many warriors have purple tips to their hair,” Max said. “Or twist their hips when they walk.”

      Bexli shook her head. “Bipeds are so tricky. I never get the males right.”

      “I was convinced,” Kush said, his heart still racing from thinking they’d been discovered by an actual Crestek.

      “Me, too,” T’Kar managed to say, although he stared at Bexli as if she might bite him.

      “How did you get here?” Max asked, looking over the female’s shoulder. “Are the rest of the crew with you? Is Holly okay? What about the captain?”

      “Everyone’s fine,” Bexli said. “For now, it’s just me. I came over the wall so I could get the city gates open and let in the rescue party.”

      Hope flared in Kush’s chest. “A Dothvek rescue party? Is K’alvek here?”

      Bexli nodded, folding her slender arms over her chest. “He did not want to stay behind, let me tell you. I wouldn’t be surprised if he tried to climb up the walls after me.”

      That sounded like K’alvek. The last time he’d seen his cousin, the warrior had been injured and distraught that Danica might have been killed, so it made him let out a breath of relief that his kinsman was back to his old self. He would be glad to see him again.

      “The plan is to open the gates and attack?” T’Kar asked, his face tight. “That won’t work. There are sentries with blasters posted above the entrance. The gate to the city is the most heavily fortified part of the wall. Not to mention, getting to it would take you through the heart of the city.”

      “You’ve got another idea?” Bexli asked, then leaned closer to Max. “By the way, who is this guy, and is he on our side?”

      “This is T’Kar,” Max said. “He’s a Crestek separatist who’s helping us escape.”

      Bexli gave him an approving nod. “A separatist. I like it. It sounds subversive.”

      T’Kar straightened his shoulders, clearly pleased to be called subversive. “I do have another idea. A tunnel that will get you out under the walls.” He jerked a thumb toward the door. “We were just about to go in when you found us.”

      Bexli looked at the door, glanced quickly at Max, and gave the Crestek a sweet smile. “You seem like an okay guy, so I’ll give you fair warning. You’re going to walk in ahead of me, and if this isn’t exactly what you claim it is, I’ll shift into a Doxian scarab and bite off your head faster than you’ll be able to take a breath or shoot me.”

      T’Kar started to laugh, but the sound died on his lips when he saw that her smile did not falter, and her gaze coolly held his. “Understood.”

      Kush pulled Max closer to him as he pushed open the door, stepping inside and trying to adjust to the dim lighting. He faltered when he saw several figures in the shadows, his hand moving swiftly to the arched blades at his belt. If there was a battle, he didn’t want Bexli to have all the fun.

      “We were worried you’d been caught,” a voice said, stepping out of the darkness.

      As Kush’s eyes adjusted, he could make out faces of the cloaked Cresteks as they stared at him. He did not detect any sudden movements or any hostile emotions, but he did not let down his guard as he kept Max tucked behind him and one hand on the hilt of his blade.

      “All is well, friends,” T’Kar answered, walking in behind them with Bexli bringing up the rear.

      One of the other Crestek separatists, a male who was shorter and slighter than both T’Kar and Kush, pushed aside a heavy piece of furniture to reveal a gaping hole in the wall. “You need to hurry. The rains have stopped, so the guards will start going building to building soon.”

      Bexli wrinkled her nose as the scent of damp dirt reached them. “I think I preferred going over the wall.”

      Kush picked up the sounds of shouts from outside the building. Were the guards near? He didn’t want to wait to find out. Tugging Max forward, Kush bent to enter the tunnel. He had to let go of her hand once they started moving single file through the darkness, and panic fluttered in his chest as the yawning blackness enveloped them.

      “Not much farther,” T’Kar called from behind. Obviously, Bexli hadn’t approved of his plan to send them through and turn back. Kush grinned as he imagined what type of beast she’d threatened to turn into to make the Crestek climb in after them.

      A sliver of light ahead turned into a glow, and then light filled the tunnel, and he was stepping out and falling into a cluster of bushes. Before he could stand up, he felt heat on the back of his neck. Twisting to look up, Kush gaped at the underside of a very large spaceship.

      He had a bad feeling that things had just gone from bad to worse.
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      Max stumbled as she came out of the tunnel, her gaze drawn above her to the ship that hovered low before moving away. It was dark, with lots of sharp points and a dull hull that looked like it had seen more than its fair share of battles.

      Kush caught her before she fell, his hands firm around her waist as he lowered her to the ground before releasing her to assist Bexli. He let T’Kar jump down by himself, the Crestek still eyeing Bexli as if she might morph into a monster at any moment.

      “Max!” she barely heard the woman’s cry before Holly almost knocked her over.

      She hugged the woman back, realizing they were both wearing soggy clothes and had wet hair plastered to their heads. A lump formed in her throat. She hadn’t realized how fond she’d grown of the bounty hunter engineer and how much she’d missed her.

      The curvy redhead was probably her polar opposite in every way. She was loud; loved tight, bright clothes; and oozed sex out of her pores. On paper, they never should have gotten along, but she liked that the woman was everything she wasn’t. Holly was the bold yen to her quiet yang.

      Holly held her out at arm’s length and looked her up and down. “I’m so damn happy to see you again I won’t even ask what you’re wearing, girl.” Her wide smile faded. “They didn’t make you do anything pervy, did they? You weren’t roped into being a sex slave?”

      She shook her head, although she felt her cheeks warm, and she purposely avoided looking at Kush. “Nope, no sex slavery.”

      Holly’s own gaze drifted over to Kush. “Not that I wouldn’t say no to some of these guys.”

      Kush was busy greeting the other Dothveks, but she felt his eyes tracking her.

      Caro pushed Holly aside and gave Max her own hug. “I’m really glad Bexli found you. We’ve all been worried.”

      Max spotted Danica approaching as she hugged Caro, and she was glad to see the captain again, although the woman looked pretty different from the last time she’d seen her. When Danica had left the ship with Tori, she’d just survived Mourad and their plane crashing into the desert, and had been a bit battered and disheveled.

      Now, aside from being wet, she was decked out in a badass leather outfit and looked a lot like the Dothvek warriors surrounding her. She also looked pretty attached to the huge guy next to her, and she guessed this was the K’alvek that Kush had talked about—the warrior who’d rescued Danica from the desert and apparently fallen for her.

      As everyone surrounded her and Bexli, Tori pushed her way through them. “I hate to break up the family reunion, but just because our boun—I mean, just because Max is out of the city, doesn’t mean she’s safe. Not with Mourad’s ship here.”

      Max’s stomach did an uncomfortable flip. Her memories of Mourad and his crew were not good. One of the brutes had backhanded Danica for no reason, and Mourad himself had leered at her with enough menace to make her suspect she would not be safe in his presence.

      No, the thought of being taken as a bounty again did not appeal. Not only did she suspect the trip would be unpleasant, she had no idea who’d placed such large prize on her head, and did not want to know what they required from her. Living the rest of her life as some space mogul’s indentured scientist did not appeal.

      Especially not now. She looked at Kush and her pulse quickened. Not after she’d finally met someone who made her feel adored, someone who made her feel special. She fisted her hands. No way was she giving him up. His eyes locked with hers, and she could feel the pulse of both his desire and determination.

      “Tor’s right,” Danica said, looking up at K’alvek. “We need to get out of here without running into Mourad’s crew or the Cresteks.”

      “You should take the path around the side of the mountains,” T’Kar said, causing all attention to focus on him. The Dothveks seemed to notice his presence for the first time and hands immediately went to their blades.

      “Do not worry,” Kush said, striding over and putting himself in front of T’Kar. “He’s with the Crestek resistance. He helped us escape.”

      The Dothveks in general didn’t seem to be convinced, and there was a lot of deep rumbling and murmuring. K’alvek raised his hands. “If Kush vouches for him, that is enough for me.”

      The other warriors nodded begrudgingly, but stared at the Crestek as if he had two heads. If T’Kar noticed, he didn’t let on.

      “It may take longer, but it’s a route my people avoid because it means more time on the sands,” he said.

      Kush nodded. “We should split up.” He took Max’s hand. “We’ll move faster.”

      K’alvek studied his cousin for a moment, cocking his eyebrow in amusement and curiosity. “My kinsman is right. But he will not go alone. We need more warriors defending the female.”

      A Dothvek with loose hair and markings in thick bands around his biceps stepped forward. “I will join them.”

      “I’m with you,” Tori stepped forward, flashing a fierce smile at Max and then shooting daggers at the warrior who’d also volunteered. “As if I’d let Vrax here have all the fun.”

      K’alvek made a curt motion with his head. “The rest of us will split into three groups and take different routes back to the village.”

      Holly stepped close to Max and dropped her voice. “I’m assuming you and the hot barbarian are getting it on, right?” When Max’s mouth opened in surprise, her friend held up her hands. “No judgment, girl. I like them big, too.”

      “This is where I leave you,” T’Kar said to Kush as the warriors began moving off. “I wish you the speed of the goddesses.”

      Kush inclined his head in a small bow, finally shrugging the dark cloak off his shoulders and handing it to the Crestek. “If you ever want to find yourself on the sands, you will have a friend waiting for you.”

      T’Kar’s chest swelled and even Max could feel the rush of pride emanating from him, but before he could respond, a stream of Crestek fighters ran from around the far side of the city wall with blasters drawn.

      “Good work, my son,” the chancellor said, pushing his way through the armed guards flanking the Dothveks.
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      Kush stared at T’Kar, but the flicker of shock he saw cross the male’s face told him this was just as much of a surprise to him. He could feel the horror and confusion swirl within the Crestek as he watched his father approach.

      Max sidled closer to him, sliding her hand into his. Even as his heart pounded, he found her touch comforting. The chancellor registered the movement, and his face twisted in obvious distaste.

      Kush was glad he’d discarded the agasi robe, so there was no way for the old Crestek to know it had been him serving as the little human’s personal guard the whole time. It was better not to let on about the holes in the Crestek’s security.

      “I see you are more attached to the barbarians than I suspected, my dear.” There was no warmth in the elder’s voice.

      “You never asked,” Max said, her voice quivering only slightly as she increased the pressure on Kush’s hand. “But, yes, I’m very attached.”

      “Fickle female,” the Crestek spat out, scowling at her.

      “Father,” T’Kar said, his voice smooth. “It is clear this one is already mated. There is no point in—”

      “I will determine that,” his father said, cutting him off with a slash of his hand through the air.

      K’alvek stepped forward, a pair of curved blades clutched in his hands. “We do not want a war with you. My kinsman wants his female back. That is all.”

      The chancellor laughed. “His female?”

      “Yes,” Max said, her voice rising above the male’s. “I am his.”

      Kush was sure everyone could hear his heart thrum with pleasure as the Dothveks and Cresteks stared at them both. Only the human females were smiling, Holly even making a gesture with her thumb extended up.

      “I hate to break up this fun standoff,” Danica said, stepping forward to stand next to K’alvek, her hands up in a sign of peace as opposed to his holding weapons. “But the Cresteks and the Dothveks aren’t the only ones after Max here. That ship that just entered the atmosphere is filled with some of the nastiest hunters this side of the galaxy. If they get their hands on her, neither side gets her, and she’ll end up in a prison cell having gods knows what done to her.”

      The knot in his gut hardened into a cold ball of fear. The thought of his little female being hurt by alien brutes made a growl simmer in the depths of his throat. He would not let that happen to her, and he would kill anyone who tried to take her or keep him from saving her.

      Even the chancellor shifted uncomfortably. “I detest the idea of a female being touched by an offworlder. Even more than her being mated to a Dothvek.”

      That was one thing the two people agreed on then—their general distrust of offworlders.

      “We agree we cannot let the offworlders take any of the females,” K’alvek said. “What is on our planet stays on our planet.”

      The elder Crestek nodded. “Agreed. You may take the female.” He held up a finger. “On one condition.” His gaze swept the humans. “You leave another in her place. A mate for my son.”

      T’Kar opened his mouth, and Kush knew he wanted to argue, but he was silenced by a sharp look from his father.

      “Our ruling lineage must continue,” the elder said, his pained expression showing evidence of how frail he really was. “And our offpring are getting weaker and weaker. Few survive. I will not let our line die with you.”

      Kush could sense the old Crestek’s fear. He was terrified his kind was ending. Kush almost felt sympathy for the male, even though he knew the Cresteks’ actions had brought about their own destruction, as well as hastened that of his kind. Even though he knew they deserved little sympathy, he couldn’t help feeling for them.

      A rumble of dissent passed through the Dothveks, as they subconsciously shifted closer to the females. K’alvek pulled his mate back and tucked her behind him.

      “These females are not ours to give away like jebels,” K’alvek said.

      “We will help you repel these offworlders and distract them while you escape,” the chancellor said. “I only ask for one female in return. It is that, or we kill your warriors and take them all.”

      K’alvek flexed his muscles, his voice low and deadly. “You can try.”

      Max was shaking as she pressed closer to him, and Kush saw Danica glance nervously at her crew. His Dothvek brethren would never stand down. They would defend the females to their dying breath, and from the looks of the Crestek’s blasters, that might not be long.

      Kush swallowed hard, unsheathing his own blade and steeling himself for bloodshed. His only regret was that he hadn’t had more time with his little female. Their stolen moments had been the best of his life, and he couldn’t bear the thought that they had had so few. He’d never even told her how he felt about her, how his heart nearly burst with joy from her touch.

      Max fluttered her fingers inside the confines of his hand. “I know.”

      He looked down at her and saw her eyes swimming with tears as she gazed up at him.

      “I feel the same way,” she said with a shy smile. “It’s crazy and it doesn’t make any sense, but I do.”

      Pressing his lips together, he nodded. If he had to die, at least he would be fighting to protect her. There was no more noble death, and as a Dothvek warrior, he would be proud to meet it head on.

      The Dothveks moved forward, falling into a V formation and hiding the females behind their broad bodies. The Cresteks responded by aiming their blasters. In the distance, Kush heard a heavy thud and felt the ground tremble beneath his bare feet. If that was the alien vessel, they would soon have even more attackers to fend off.

      He met K’alvek’s eyes, blazing gold with fury and lust for battle. He was sorry his cousin had only just found his mate and might lose her. And all to defend his.

      “You go, we go,” K’alvek said, his voice so quiet only Kush could hear the oath.

      Kush shifted his grip on his blade and gave Max’s hand a final squeeze before releasing it.

      “Hold up. Everyone put down your weapons,” Holly called as she pushed her way through the Dothvek warriors. “If all you big guys kill each other, there’ll be no one left to kick Mourad’s ass. And I really need someone to kick his ass for blowing up our ship.” Her gaze lingered on T’Kar for a moment. “If the Cresteks help us get rid of Mourad and save Max, I’ll volunteer to be his mate.”
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      Max felt all the air leave her. “No.” She rushed over to Holly and grasped her hands. “You can’t do this. I won’t let you sacrifice yourself to save me.”

      “Who says it’s a sacrifice?” Holly cut her eyes to T’Kar and gave a wide smile, but Max could see the flicker of apprehension behind her eyes.

      “But what if we don’t see each other again?” Max heard her voice crack. She knew it sounded silly—she’d only known Holly for a little while—but she didn’t make friends easily, and didn’t have a lot of them to spare. Besides, she and Holly had been through a lot in a short period of time, and she felt bonded to the woman. No way was she letting her take her place inside the Crestek city.

      “I’m not dying.” Holly held her hands tightly. “And this way no one else will either.”

      “But—”

      Holly jerked her close, whispering in her ear. “If you guys escape and get rid of Mourad, that means there’ll be someone to break me out, okay?”

      Max nodded mutely when Holly straightened, the redhead’s smile betraying nothing of the furtive request she’d just relayed. Of course, the engineer had a plan. She was smart, logical, and never did anything without thinking it through, despite what her flighty disposition might suggest.

      The chancellor appraised Holly for a moment before nodding his approval. “Yes, she will do.”

      “Not the best compliment I’ve ever gotten,” Holly murmured. “But not the lamest, either.”

      The other members of the female bounty hunter crew crowded around their engineer, hugging her and scolding her in turn.

      “We’ll get you out,” Tori said, keeping her voice low and shooting a venomous look at the Cresteks. “Just hold tight.”

      “That’s right,” Bexli added. “I know the layout of the city now.”

      “Don’t worry about me until you’ve taken care of Mourad,” Holly said, blinking back tears. “I’m sure the Cresteks will treat me well.”

      “If they put you in the same place they put me, you’re in for a treat,” Max said, trying to lighten the mood.

      Danica wrapped her in a tight hug. “This is not goodbye, so don’t think you’ve gotten out of being my ship’s engineer.”

      “Of course not, Captain.” Holly gave her a mock salute. “I look forward to getting back to work.”

      “You and me both,” Caro said, pushing her captain out of the way and hugging Holly. “You want a ship to fix, and I want one to fly.”

      There were shouts in the distance, and T’Kar approached Holly, reaching for her arm. “We need to get you inside the city and hidden away.”

      “Your wish is my command, big guy,” Holly said, batting her lashes at him, and making his mouth drop open.

      Max knew the woman was acting flirty to mask her fear, but she admired how brave Holly was, and how artfully she made men into putty. T’kar’s expression softened and a faint flush seeped onto his gold cheeks, as he bustled her away, one thick arm wrapped around her shoulder.

      Max knew Holly was known for her love-‘em-and-leave-‘em approach to men. How would that play out, now that she was locked into an arranged marriage with a total stranger?

      “So now what?” Danica’s question brought her back to reality and the sounds of Mourad’s crew getting closer.

      “You go,” the chancellor said, waving at his soldiers to follow him. “My warriors will hold them off.”

      K’alvek shot Kush a glance, took Danica’s hand, and began running with a small group of Dothveks surrounding him. She watched as Bexli and Caro took off in a different direction with their complement of Dothveks.

      “That leaves us,” Tori said, nudging her in the shoulder. “Ready to run like hell?”

      “Ready,” Max said, as Kush took her by the hand and their group began sprinting away from Mourad’s ship and toward the edge of the desert. His touch restored her sense of calm, but worry still niggled at the back of her mind.

      Tori and Vrax, the Dothvek with long, loose hair, ran in front, keeping pace with each other and shooting occasional glares back and forth. Two additional Dothvek warriors flanked her and Kush, their pace never faster or slower than theirs. Behind them, the sounds of blaster fire made Max turn her head.

      “Don’t look back,” Kush told her. “Don’t ever look back.”

      Her dress, which had been so voluminous, was plastered to her legs by the blood rains. In the light, she could see that the pale blue fabric looked like it had been through an actual bloodbath.

      Max hiked up the dress until the mass of wet material was bunched around the tops of her thighs, and her legs were free. It was hard enough to keep pace with the huge Dothveks and their long, muscular legs without a ridiculous dress in her way. She would be glad to get back into some sensible clothes, although by the looks of Danica’s outfit, sensible meant lots of leather.

      Kush glanced down at her exposed legs and grunted his approval. She felt a flash of his arousal.

      “Now is probably not a great time,” she said, through short gasps of breath.

      They dodged sparse, scraggy clusters of bushes, and the ground started to give way to slabs of rock and stretches of soft sand. Max wished she were wearing more than a slip of a dress as the suns blazed down on them, the temperature increasing as they approached the golden, shimmering dunes. At this rate, her skin would be fried before they reached the desert.

      The distance between them and Tori and Vrax began to lengthen, as her legs burned.  Max pressed a hand to her side to keep the shooting pains in check, but soon she was slowing even more. Shit, she wasn’t even going to make it to the desert.

      Without a word, Kush scooped her up into his arms and continued to run, making up the gap between them and Tori and Vrax. His legs pumped hard, and he ran faster now that he carried her. The other two Dothveks by their side did not break stride once, the blades in their hands reflecting the sun’s rays in sharp bursts.

      So, he’d been slowing his pace to match hers, she thought, feeling a rush of warmth that he’d never let on until he had to. Usually, Max would hate the idea of being carried by a man, but she didn’t mind with Kush. It didn’t hurt that they were running for her life, but she realized she didn’t mind a lot of things that would normally irritate the hell out of her.

      She didn’t mind him taking charge. She didn’t mind him being better at something than her. And she’d liked him taking charge when he’d claimed her.

      His steps faltered, and Kush almost fell forward, righting himself and looking down at her with a startled expression.

      She clamped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry, did you hear that?”

      He held her closer, giving her a predatory grin. “I am glad you do not mind, little one.”

      Well, shit. She needed to watch what she thought from now on, unless she wanted him stumbling around in shock all the time.

      “I can feel your mind much clearer now,” he explained, his voice coming out in quick bursts. “Since I claimed you.”

      Max knew that should have freaked her out, but it didn’t. She liked the fact that their bond was stronger, and she loved feeling his throbbing desire for her.

      “Have I mentioned how difficult it is to run while your body is pressed to mine, little one?” he said, softly enough that the two warriors to their side could not hear.

      She imagined that running with a hard-on, especially one as huge as his, must not be pleasant. Her body heated at the thought that he was hard for her, and heat pulsed between her legs. Cool it, she told herself, before you make him fall again.

      He chuckled low. “Thank you.”

      “Almost to the jebels,” a Dothvek shouted over his shoulder, as a group of furry, camel-like creatures came into view. They stood on the edge of the desert, ropes dangling from around their thick waddles. They had spindly legs with knobby knees, and seemed completely unconcerned by the creatures running full speed toward them.

      As Tori and Vrax drew even with an outcropping of rocks, a pair of soldiers Max recognized from Mourad’s crew stepped from behind them. Bile rose in her throat as she remembered the one with a buzz cut and tattooed neck backhanding Danica when they’d boarded the bounty-hunter’s ship. She’d still been the captain’s captive at that point, but it had taken her all of two seconds to realize she didn’t want to be taken by that guy.

      Tori skidded to a stop, and Vrax caught her before she fell. With a single smooth movement, Kush swung Max down and tucked her behind his considerable bulk. The two Dothveks moved to his side to shield her. It was too late.

      “Nice try, barbarian,” Tattoo Neck said, his voice rough. “We’ve come too far to let that little bitch hide from us any more.”

      Kush bristled, his anger rising as he held her in place at his back. Max didn’t move, but she could see through the sliver between his back and his raised arm.

      “You’ll have to go through us, asshole,” Tori said, sweeping her hair pins out of her mass of curls and assuming a fighting stance, the sharp steel glinting in the bright sunlight.

      The warrior beside her flashed his curved blades and couched low, ready to strike. “All of us.”

      “I don’t think so,” Mourad’s other crew mate said, leveling his blaster at Kush’s heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Kush sized up the distance between him and the armed aliens. Too far for him to reach them with his blades before they cut him down. The warriors on either side of him shifted and growled low in their throats, reminding him that he was not alone in his fight to protect his female, and that each of his Dothvek brothers was willing to fight to the death.

      “I don’t want you to die for me.” Her voice was small and muffled from behind him, but he could hear the fear in it, and his heart squeezed in response.

      “I have no plans to die, little one,” he told her. “Or to lose you.”

      “Hand her over and we’ll let you all walk away,” the alien with thick markings along one side of his neck said, grinning and exposing a mouthful of heavily gapped teeth.

      Kush knew it was a lie before he even reached out to sense the alien’s intent. They would take his female and then they would kill them all. Their hatred for the females oozed out of the creatures like blood from a wound.

      “You must think we’re as stupid as you look, asshat,” Tori said, smiling back at him.

      The pair took a moment to understand her words before swinging their blasters in her direction.

      “I would say ladies first,” one of them said, “but you’re no lady.”

      Tori laughed. “You got me there.”

      Before they could fire, she flicked the hair pins down sharply, embedding one in each of the aliens’ feet. They bellowed in pain and rage, and everyone else flew into action.

      Vrax ran forward, his loose, dark hair flying. He skidded to the side in front of the bounty hunters and sent a hard spray of sand flying up into their faces. They spluttered as they swiped at their eyes, unaware that the Dothveks who had been flanking Kush were now running at them from both sides, blades extended.

      The tattooed bounty hunter ripped Tori’s pin from his foot, jabbing it at the warrior who approached him and making the Dothvek dodge to the side. The other Dothvek slashed at the alien who was still trying to free his foot, a cut opening in his arm and blood spurting onto the sand.

      Kush spun on her, pushing her toward the jebels who still appeared to be unconcerned by the screaming and running. “Go! Ride as fast as they will go. They know their way home. I’ll catch up.”

      She floundered forward, her blue eyes wide with alarm as she looked back at him. When he saw that she’d started running toward the furry animals, he pivoted back around. He had to keep the enemy distracted and give her time to escape. Once she was far enough away on the sands, the alien bounty hunters would not be able to catch up on foot. They might be big and bulky, but they were not used to the brutal heat of the dunes.

      He ran toward the fight in a zigzag pattern and kept his arms tucked in close, making himself harder to target. His heart hammered in his chest as he watched the enemy recover from their initial confusion and begin blasting. Searing heat scorched the top of his peaked ear, and he rolled forward, somersaulting across the soft sand and coming up underneath the fray.

      Tori had retrieved one of her sharp, blood-tipped sticks, and slashed viciously at the thick-necked alien, making it hard for him to focus his blaster. The shots he fired off went wide, and he roared in frustration as he tried to avoid her jabs at his chest.

      The other bounty hunter clutched his wounded arm as blood seeped through his fingers and splattered the sand below, leaving dark patches. With his one free arm, he shot at the Dothveks, who used their arched blades to block the blaster fire as they moved closer.

      Vrax hoisted him up from the ground, and Kush bent low and rushed the bigger of the two males, knocking him to the ground. The blaster flew from his hand and into one of the nearby dunes, sinking almost instantly beneath the powdery surface. So much for turning his weapon on him. He guessed he’d have to beat him the traditional way.

      Winding his arms tightly around the alien’s chest, he pinned his arms to his side and squeezed. The male reared back and butted him in the head, making him loosen his grip and black spots dance in front of his eyes. When he was flipped over, Kush landed nimbly on his feet and twisted quickly to avoid being tackled.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw his little female pulling herself up onto one of the jebel’s backs using the rope around its neck. She cast a longing gaze at him before leaning low over the animal and kicking its side to urge it forward.

      He felt a rush of pride as he watched her move easily on the jebel’s back as it began to amble across the sands. She was getting away. He knew the jebel would instinctively return to the Dothvek’s oasis village, which was where he’d find her when the battle was over. If he survived, he reminded himself as he heard the grunts of fury from the alien who’d picked himself up from the sands and was barreling toward him.

      Tori flew in front of him, tackling the male before he reached Kush. There was no time to thank her, as he felt another hot blast narrowly miss his shoulder. The other alien was still firing, holding off the Dothveks with an unrelenting spray of blaster fire that they were ably deflecting.

      As he watched, a blaster shot ricocheted off one of the flashing blades and struck Vrax’s arm. He screamed in shock and pain, and Tori whipped her head toward him, which gave the brutal alien just the opening he needed. He knocked her off him with a cruel backhand that sent her spiraling into the sands, her needle-like sticks cartwheeling through the air and then arrowing into a dune.

      Another scream told him one of his Dothvek brothers had been hit, and when he turned, he saw the warrior sprawled on the ground, his eyes wide and unseeing. Rage bubbled up in his chest, and he swung himself around for another attack.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” the bounty hunter with the blaster said, standing over an unconscious Tori and aiming for her head.

      Kush stopped. Max would never forgive him if he let her crew mate be shot. He backed away from the tattooed alien and motioned for his warriors to do the same.

      He let out a heavy breath. At least his female was safe. At least she’d gotten away.

      “I’ll come with you if you promise to let her go.”

      Kush didn’t need to turn to know who’d said that. He would know his mate’s voice anywhere.
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      Max’s legs were like jelly as she walked across the uneven sands to reach them. The two bounty hunters from Mourad’s crew were heaving ragged breaths, their faces red and dripping with sweat. One clutched his bleeding arm and the other had a gash across his forehead, and neither looked pleased.

      Tori began to move, sitting up and touching a hand to her temple where a pink knot had already started to bloom. When she saw the blaster aimed at her head, her shoulders sagged, although her expression was still deadly.

      “No.” Kush’s voice was a strangled croak as he turned, his face contorted in pain she knew was not a result of his bruises. Dark hair hung in his face, his braid having been pulled loose in the fight, and a smear of blood marred the dark tattoos covering his chest.

      She walked to him, reaching up and stroking one hand down the side of his face. Even bloody, with rivulets of sweat trickling down his forehead, he was still the sexiest guy she’d ever laid eyes on. Her guy, she thought, her heart contracting as she locked eyes with him.

      “You can’t,” he whispered. “I won’t let you.”

      “I have to,” she said, trying to sound braver than she felt. “This is the first time I’ve ever been a part of a group. I’ve spent so long on my own that I forgot what it was like to have friends and to care about people. It feels really good.”

      “Then stay with us.” Kush’s eyes flitted toward the bounty hunters. “We’ll find a way out of this.”

      She let her hand fall to his chest, and she pressed it to the hard muscle, savoring the solid feel of him and the comforting thump of his heartbeat. “Not without others getting hurt. Holly already sacrificed herself for me. I won’t let anyone else do it. Not if I can stop it.”

      “Let’s go, doctor,” one of the bounty hunters said, laughing as he emphasized the word. “My finger’s getting itchy over here.”

      Max glanced at the blaster aimed at Tori and saw the Zevrian’s lip curl up in a sneer as the man spit out a mouthful of blood that landed near her leg.

      Tori pushed her dark curls out of her face and smiled up at the guy. “You sure it’s not just mange?”

      Max fought an impulse to laugh. Even when she was down, the security chief wouldn’t let anyone get the last word. She wished she’d gotten the chance to know Tori better. She wished she’d had more time with all of them, especially Kush.

      He closed his hand over hers, wrenching her attention back to him. “Please.”

      The single word was like a vise around her heart. She knew her leaving would hurt him—she could feel the waves of his pain already—and tears stung the backs of her eyes. But she had no choice. Her giving herself up was the only way to ensure that no one died for her. She could live knowing that they were all still safe. Even if she was alone again and trapped who knows where, it would be enough to know that her bounty hunter friends and the barbarian warrior who’d stolen her heart were safe.

      “It will not be enough for me,” he told her, reminding her that her thoughts were no longer hers alone.

      “But they’ll kill you all until they get me,” she said. “You know they will. I’m worth too much for them to ever give up.”

      He pressed his lips together in a hard, white line. She knew he’d sensed as much from the enemy bounty hunters to know she was right. They were willing to cut down anyone they needed to in order to get to her, and she was not about to let that happen.

      She blinked away the tears threatening to spill down her cheeks and shatter her resolve. “If you’re all alive, maybe one day you can find me. Danica and her crew tracked me down once. I’m sure they could do it again. But first I need to get these guys away from here.”

      “You are tougher than you look, little one.” He cupped her face in one palm, using his thumb to brush away a tear that had escaped out of the corner of her eye. “I swear on the goddesses that I will scour the skies for you. I will never give up. You will always be mine.”

      His promise made her smile. From any other guy in the galaxy, it would have sounded like the cheesiest line ever. Coming from Kush, she knew it was a solemn vow.

      She lifted herself up on her toes to kiss him, and he met her with a soft brush of his lips. Even the slightest touch made hot pulses ricochet through her body, her lips opening to him as her fingers buzzed. His kisses were drugging, as was the energy that flowed through his body and into hers, and when she finally pulled away, she wondered if she’d ever feel anything as wonderful again.

      With an irritated exhalation, one of the enemy bounty hunters snatched her by the arm and tugged her away. She reached for one final touch from Kush, but her arm was jerked hard and she stumbled, her knees scraping the sand.

      She tried to meet Kush’s eyes, to tell him it was okay, but it was too late. With a bellow, he lunged at the alien dragging her, his eyes burning with rage.

      Time seemed to slow as he pulled back his blade to strike, the steel glinting in the brutal sunlight. His eyes flared with fury and then surprise as a shot of blaster fire exploded across his shoulder, spinning him around before he landed facedown in the sand.

      “No!” Max screamed as she watched him drop, clawing at the bounty hunter’s meaty hand clamped on her arm.

      The thick-necked man standing over Tori swung his blaster back to her after shooting Kush. Shock had contorted her face into a furious scowl, and she looked coiled to strike, the muscles across her shoulders bunched.

      “You didn’t think we’d leave you all so you could one day come after us, did you?” he asked, narrowing his eyes along the sight of the blaster.

      NoNoNoNoNo! The word seemed trapped in Max’s mouth as she watched helplessly. The blaster went off, Vrax diving in front of Tori the second before, and taking the brunt of the force across his back. Both of them slumped onto the ground, the gold sand billowing up around them in a soft cloud.

      Agony washed over her as she looked over the motionless bodies. She’d failed. After all this, they’d died for her anyway, and now she would be Mourad’s prisoner.

      Max collapsed onto the ground as grief threatened to swallow her, her gaze resting on Kush’s still body. She couldn’t feel him anymore. He was gone. Numbness washed over her, and she barely cared when the big bounty hunter threw her over his shoulder and started trudging away.
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      The sounds came in and out of focus, growing louder and then softer as he blinked.

      “He’s coming to!” The voice was female, but Kush realized with a sharp stab of disappointment that it wasn’t Max.

      Caro’s face swam into focus, her dark eyes slanting slightly as she smiled down at him. Behind her, he saw K’alvek, the tortured look on his face relaxing when Kush attempted to sit up. Bile rose in his throat as he pushed himself up onto one elbow, and he sank back down.

      “Do not exert yourself,” K’alvek said, kneeling down after Caro patted his shoulder and stood. “You were dead.”

      He put a hand to the spot on his chest that burned. The skin was hot to the touch, and he looked down at black, starburst pattern marring his tribal marks.

      Memories bubbled to the surface. Max giving herself up to save them. The alien hurting her and making her fall. Him feeling an uncontrollable burst of protectiveness and attacking. Pain exploding across his chest. The world going black.

      “I was shot,” he said, covering his eyes as the suns blazed down on him. Even now his heartbeat felt sluggish and his breath shallow.

      “You weren’t the only one.” Tori’s voice made him swing his eyes to the woman as she stepped in front of him and blocked the sun with her hands planted on her hips.

      “Max?” he asked, forcing himself up. His eyes scanned the sands, but he knew before he’d registered everyone gathered around him that she was gone. He couldn’t feel her anymore. Wherever she was, she was too far away. He gazed at the craggy rocks between them and the Crestek city, and knew she was behind them somewhere. Unless the ship had already taken her.

      She’d left him. He knew it was to save him—to save all of them—but the loss still ached in his chest. Maybe she’d been right. They never should have taken each other as mates. She might not even have given herself up if he’d been able to keep her at arm’s length. And now she was, what? A prisoner? Dead?

      He groaned. Had it been worth it? A small voice in his head screamed out yes, that claiming her as his mate had been worth everything.

      “Is she…?” he asked, not knowing if he could bear the answer.

      “No, Max was fine when they dragged her off. At least, as far as I know. I kind of got the wind knocking out of me.” Tori shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She jerked a thumb behind her. “That idiot Dothvek is the one who got shot.”

      Kush peered around her and saw Vrax sitting cross-legged, with the bounty hunter captain kneeling in front of him. He looked as weak as Kush felt.

      “He only got it in the shoulder,” Tori said with a roll of her eyes. “Not as much damage. Not for lack of trying, though.”

      “He did save your ass,” Danica said, shooting Tori a look.

      Tori threw her arms up. “Did I ask him to save me? No, I did not.”

      Caro hid a laugh behind her hand. “I guess no good deed goes unpunished.”

      Kush swiveled his head to look at K’alvek. “How are we alive?”

      His cousin cast a warm glance at the pale-haired captain. “My mate took medicine from her ship before it was destroyed. She gave you both injections that restarted your hearts.”

      Danica looked over her shoulder at them. “But I don’t have an endless supply, so it would be great if you could try not to get shot again.”

      Kush rubbed a hand over his wound. “We are sure these females are not goddesses?” He dropped his voice. “Or sorcerers?”

      K’alvek shrugged and grinned. It was clear he did not care if they were. Kush understood.

      “Where is she?” he asked, holding out an arm for his kinsman to hoist him up.

      K’alvek did not need to ask whom he meant. The two cousins had always had a connection even stronger than the usual empathic one of their clan. Since they’d been boys they’d seemed to know what the other was thinking before they said it.

      Kush brushed sand off his pants after K’alvek helped him up. “And why are you here with me and not already halfway across the sands?”

      “I sensed your anguish, so we changed course to help you,” his cousin said. “She was gone when we arrived. I sent Dev and Trek to track her.”

      Kush nodded, his stomach roiling, although he knew the twin warriors were excellent trackers. Not as fast as him, though. “They took her.” He took an unsteady step forward. “I need to go after her.”

      Tori let out a snort of laughter. “Yeah, that would work out well. You can barely stand. I’ll go. The doctor came back so I wouldn’t get shot.”

      “She did?” Caro put her fingers to her lips. “She gave herself up to Mourad to save you?”

      Tori’s eyes lowered. “Yeah, she did. Don’t ask me why. It wasn’t like I was ever all that great to her.”

      “After everything that happened, she considered herself part of your team,” Kush said, hoping the little female wouldn’t mind him sharing what she’d felt about the other females. “She’d been alone for a long time, but she liked the feeling of being one of you.”

      The females stared at him, and Caro’s eyes filled with tears.

      “Well, shit,” Tori said, clearing her throat.

      Danica straightened. “She is one of us.”

      “She’s got more nerve than I expected,” Tori said, and Kush suspected this was high praise from the tough female. “For a human.”

      “That’s right,” Caro said. “She’s just as smart and brave as any of the bounty hunter babes. I think she proved that today.”

      Danica muttered something about hating that name, but she nodded. “No way are we going to let her sacrifice herself. We all know what kind of lowlife Mourad is.”

      Tori growled, the corner of her upper lip twitching. “We never leave a member of our crew behind. Ship rules.”

      “Even if we don’t have a ship,” Caro added.

      Tori dug around in the sand, retrieved a blaster, and hooked it onto her belt. “I saw where Mourad landed his ship. If I can get there before he takes off, I’ve got a chance to save her.”

      “Go,” Danica said. “We’ll be behind you.”

      “Hey,” Caro said, spinning around.  “Has anyone seen Bexli? I thought they were right behind us.”

      Danica lifted the round, green puff of fluff that was sinking into the powdery sand. “That’s weird. Pog’s right here.”

      “Just fucking great,” Tori grumbled before she started sprinting away from them toward the Crestek city. “Bexli’s missing, and we’re stuck with her weird-ass space dog. I really need to kill someone.”
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      Max was despondent as the bounty hunter set her down on the ground. She didn’t even care that he was far from gentle and her ass landed on a slab of rock. Not even the physical pain could take away the agony she felt.

      Kush was gone. She’d seen him take a blaster to the chest and fall motionless to the sand. She’d felt the explosion of pain as if it had been her chest that had been blasted, although that had faded. She couldn’t feel the comforting hum of his emotions anymore, and it made her feel lonelier than ever before.

      She had no one to blame but herself. She was the reason Kush was dead. If he hadn’t volunteered to come after her, snuck into the Crestek city to protect her, and vowed not to let Mourad take her away, he’d still be alive and well. She didn’t know what the Dothvek village looked like, but that’s where he would be if he’d never met her. Somewhere out on the desert. Alive.

      This was why she didn’t get attached to people, she thought. This was why she’d been better off as a loner, with her droid for company. You couldn’t fall in love with a droid. She put her head in her hands, wishing she’d never landed on the planet and brought so much death with her.

      At least if she left with Mourad and his assholes, everyone else would be safe. Letting them take her was the least she could do. Of course, it was too late for Kush. Tears trickled through her fingers.

      What’s done is done, Maxine. Wasn’t what her mother always said? She wished her mother’s voice wasn’t the one she heard echoing in her head, especially the sad, resigned tone she’d always seemed to have when talking to her daughter. At least her mother would have been happy that Max had found a man. If you could call the huge Dothvek a man.

      “Not that it mattered,” Max whispered to herself. Finding a guy hadn’t made everything better. Then, again, she’d never thought it would. Caring about someone only made it hurt more when you lost them.

      Max had been better off without anyone. That is, until she’d been taken captive by the female bounty hunters and met Kush. That had ruined everything.

      She swiped furiously at her wet cheeks. She would not let these assholes get the satisfaction of her sorrow.

      “We should be there by now,” the bounty hunter with the tattooed neck said, shooting her a dark look, as if getting lost was somehow her fault.

      “You’re the one who wanted to go through the mountains,” his crew mate snapped back. “If we’d gone around, we’d be at the ship.”

      “I can’t get any reading through all this rock.” He held out a device that whirred and flashed red. “Stupid fucking primitive planet. I can’t wait to get off this sand pit. We’ve already spent too much time chasing one pathetic female.”

      “She’s more trouble than she’s worth.” The alien with the gashed arm took a menacing step closer to her.

      “Not to the captain,” Tattoo Neck said, stepping in front of him and blocking his way. “She’s worth more alive than you are.”

      The other one grunted in reply. “I’ll be glad to get my share of her bounty.” He sneered at her. “I think she liked that barbarian. The one you killed.”

      Max fisted her hands by her sides, willing herself not to fly at the two brutes. She thought they probably wouldn’t kill her, but she couldn’t be sure. She almost laughed. Maybe she should get herself killed. What did it matter now? Kush was dead, Holly was trapped behind the Crestek city gates, and all of it was because of her.

      If she was dead, there was no more bounty and no more reason for Mourad to be on the planet. He’d leave the Dothveks and her friends alone. The added bonus was that he’d never get to cash in on her. She liked the idea of pissing off Mourad and his crew. And, boy would they be pissed if they came all this way and didn’t even end up with a bounty to show for it. A grim laugh gurgled up in her throat.

      “What are you all happy about?” one of the men asked.

      “Nothing,” she said, as her body began to shake with laughter. She wished she could be there to see the look on Mourad’s ugly face when he found out she was dead, and the bounty was lost.

      “Maybe she’s crazy,” the one with the buzz cut said, while both stared at her.

      “She might have gotten too much sun.” The other swept the back of one thick hand across his forehead. “The heat down here is enough to make anyone mad.”

      “Speaking of mad,” Max said. “Your boss is going to be pissed.”

      “What do you know about him?” Tattoo Neck asked, cocking his head at her.

      She shrugged. “All I know is that you two meatheads were supposed to find me and bring me back to his ship so he could cash in on the big bounty on my head and, instead, you killed me.”

      They exchanged a glance and one swallowed hard. “No one’s gonna kill you, girly-girl.”

      She stood and eyed the side of the path that they’d been taking through the mountains. Without peering over the edge, she knew the drop was far enough down to kill her. It wasn’t how she’d have chosen to go, but she guessed there were worse ways.

      The bounty hunter with the bum arm saw where she was looking and stepped in front of her, his arms wide. “Oh, no, you don’t. You don’t want to do that.”

      She danced to one side. “Why not? You really think I want to be taken prisoner by someone as disgusting as you? You’ll probably throw me in a cell and feed me crap food until you take me to whatever total asshole has decided the best way to get my knowledge is to set a bounty on my head. I’m guessing I’ll never get away from him. The rest of my life will be spent as some sort of scientific slave. So, explain to me again why I don’t want to jump over the side?”

      Tattoo Neck mumbled something under his breath that contained a lot of curse words. “’Cause no one wants to crack their head open on a rock and have their brains splattered everywhere.”

      “I do,” Max said, darting around them and teetering on the edge. She pinwheeled her arms to regain her balance, looking down and finally seeing the drop. Her stomach fell, and she was hit with a sudden wave of vertigo. Yep, that was far. A few small rocks skittered over the edge, and she barely heard them hit the bottom.

      “Shit,” one of the guys said, his splotchy skin losing a few shades as he watched her hover at the edge.

      Max looked down again, steeling herself to step off. She wished she’d gotten to see Holly again and explain everything. She hoped her friend would understand somehow. She wished she’d gotten to explain it to all of them. But what she wished for most of all was one more kiss from Kush. Even the thought of his soft lips made hers tingle. She touched her fingers to her mouth and smiled.

      “It was so not a pleasure knowing you dickheads,” she said to the two men, her gaze snagging on a sand-colored lizard that was scampering along the rock behind them. One moment, she was thinking how unusual it was that the lizard had a lavender tail, and the next second, the lizard had morphed into Bexli.

      The shapeshifter snatched the blaster from one guy’s belt and blasted them both in the head before they could do more than spin and open their mouths in shock. They fell on the spot, their heads cracking against the rock floor, and blood pooling underneath them.

      Max jumped in alarm and felt herself start to tip over the edge. Bexli lunged for her, grabbing her hand and yanking her back.

      “How did you? What are you…?” Max asked, leaning against the rock face and trying to process what had just happened.

      Bexli flipped her fingers through her bob and grinned. “I’ve been tracking you almost the whole time. I didn’t plan to show myself until later, when I could be sure of getting a better drop on them, but then you decided to throw yourself off the cliff, so I had to speed up the plan.”

      Heat rushed to Max’s cheeks and she looked down. “I figured if I was gone, Mourad wouldn’t have any reason to harass you all anymore.”

      Bexli crossed her arms. “You know, I’d really love it if everyone would stop sacrificing themselves for each other. I mean, it’s sweet and all, but it makes a lot more work for me.”

      “I promise not to try to throw myself off a cliff again.”

      “Good.” Bexli grinned at her. “Now, I know a pretty built barbarian who’s going to be happy to see you.”

      Max’s stomach fluttered. “Kush?”

      “That’s the name of the guy you were clinging to when you came out of the alien city, right?” Bexli said, waving a slender hand in the air. “Honestly, I have a hard time keeping their names straight.”

      Max grabbed her by the arms. “He’s alive? Kush is alive?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I said, didn’t I?” She wiggled out of Max’s grasp. “You know, I’m starting to wonder if maybe the sun did get to you.”

      “I thought he was dead. I saw him get shot. I saw him fall and not get up.”

      “Well, Danica arrived in time to shoot him up with some of the drugs we had on the ship, and he’s breathing just fine.”

      “Where is he? I need to see him.”

      Bexli folded her arms across her chest and gave her a mischievous grin. “All in good time. First, you need to help me with something.”
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      “Which way did they take her?” Kush asked, heaving in a hard breath and feeling his energy returning. Whatever Danica had given him had worked fast. His muscles tingled, and his heart thumped steadily.

      Glancing around, he saw that Tori had run ahead, and even Vrax was missing. He was starting to wonder if the Dothvek was truly as annoyed by the bounty hunter as he claimed.

      K’alvek handed him one of the blades he’d dropped when he’d been shot. “Through the rocks.”

      Kush hooked the blade on his waist. “They will be moving slower. That’s good.”

      K’alvek didn’t respond. Both Dothveks also knew it meant their pursuit would be slower. They could not run as fast through the narrow mountain passes as they could on open ground.

      Kush cut his eyes to the sky. The suns were dropping. That meant they needed to hurry, or they’d be caught in the rocks when night fell—a dangerous time to be hurrying alongside cliff drops.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Caro asked.

      “Find Max and take out Mourad,” Danica said, flexing her arms. “No way that asshole going to terrorize us or this planet anymore.”

      K’alvek gazed at his mate with an obvious mixture of admiration and desire, growling low in his throat as he nodded his agreement. Kush felt like he was intruding on a private moment, even though the fiery tangle of his kinsman’s emotions was so obvious it was like he was shouting them out loud.

      “Are you strong enough to take the lead?” K’alvek asked him, when he’d torn his gaze from his mate.

      Kush nodded, not waiting any longer as he started running toward the rocks that jutted up out of the dunes. He relished the feel of the hot sand beneath his wide feet, knowing that soon he would be traveling on cold, lifeless stone. One of his Dothvek brothers fell in step beside him, and he cast a quick glance behind him to see that K’alvek had taken up the rear with the remaining females.

      Reaching his mind out in all directions, Kush felt nothing but the determination of his hunting party. Nothing from his little female, or from the slow-minded brutes with her. It was to be expected, he thought. The rocks made it difficult to sense things, another reason his people preferred the wide expanse of the open sands.

      They left the dunes and clambered up onto the narrow pass that wound its way through the craggy peaks. The suns had already dipped low enough to send shadows dancing along the path, and the warmth of the fading day beat against his back.

      He should have been riding across the sands with his little one in front of him, his arms holding her tightly as the jebel ambled up and down the powdery gold dunes. They should have been making their way to his tent, and he should have been spreading her out beneath him on the blankets, feeling the sands shift as he took her. With a shake of his head, he forced those thought out of his mind. Until he had her back, they were nothing but torture.

      And he would get her back. The little human with the short dark hair, and the wide, blue eyes was his, and nothing would keep him from her. Not even aliens with weapons that could kill him with a single shot. It would take more than death to keep him away from his mate.

      A deep rumbling shook the ground, and he braced his arm against the rock face to keep from falling. Was the planet shaking like it sometimes did, the sands undulating like waves, and their tents swaying as if being battered by high winds? If so, they needed to be ready for rocks to fall.

      He peered up but did not see any of the sheer cliffs dislodging, and no pebbles fell from above. Although his feet vibrated, the mountains did not shift. He heard a rumble that grew louder that seemed to come from above.

      “It’s the ship,” Danica shouted from behind him.

      He couldn’t see a ship, but he knew the high rocks were blocking his view. There was only one ship currently on the planet that he knew of, so the sound meant that either Mourad was leaving, or another alien vessel was arriving.

      He knew if Mourad was taking off, it was because he had what he’d come for. Despite knowing he could never run fast enough to catch a spaceship lifting off the ground, Kush pushed himself to run faster. The soft thud of footfall behind him kept pace, no one giving voice to what they all feared. The roaring noise disappeared, but they did not slow. Not even when the light became so dim he could only see a few steps in front of him at a time.

      Kush shifted his grip on his blade, finally decreasing his pace as he sensed something approaching. He threw out an arm to warn the rest of the party, and they all slowed.

      When they rounded the curve in the rock, the twin warriors, Dev and Trek, skidded to a stop, and seemed just as surprised to see them.

      K’alvek pushed his way through to reach them. “I sent you to track the human.”

      The warriors swung their long braids behind their shoulders in unison. “We tracked her to the ship. Mourad’s ship.”

      “They got her on board already?” Kush asked, his heart sinking.

      The twins exchange a glance. “They did not. She is…”

      Kush narrowed his eyes at them. He’d never been able to sense the twins very well. They had a language shared between the two of them that no one else could penetrate.

      “Dead,” Dev finally said, not meeting Kush’s eyes.

      “What?” Danica said, shaking her head. “That’s impossible. How could she be dead?”

      “We tracked her through the rocks and saw her body being carried by one of the aliens,” Trek said. “Their captain raged when he saw it and told them to leave it behind.”

      Kush tried to drown out the sound of Caro’s soft sobs behind him as a dull ache throbbed in his head. He was aware that K’alvek and the twin warriors were still talking, but their voices sounded far away and distorted.

      “Where is she now?” he asked. His voice was barely a whisper, but it cut through the chatter and silenced the group.

      “After the ship took off, we searched the spot where they’d tossed it,” Trek said. “It was gone.”

      “Maybe they took it after all?” Danica said.

      Dev gave a swift jerk up of his head and made a clicking noise in his throat. “The only creatures that boarded the ship after the captain ordered them to leave were the female with the wild hair, and Vrax.”

      “Tori?” Danica asked, disbelief thick in her voice. “My crew mate?”

      “The one with the sharp sticks and the sharper tongue,” Dev said.

      “That’s Tori,” Caro muttered. “But why would she board Mourad’s ship?”

      Danica looked like she’d been punched in the gut. “Revenge. She owed Max her life. She’s going to make Mourad’s crew pay for killing her.”

      “And it looks like she has one of your guys helping her,” Caro said.

      Kush thought of Tori and Vrax flying high in the sky somewhere, and seeking vengeance for Max’s death. Fury boiled in his blood. He was only sorry he was not with them.
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      Max moved her head from side to side to rid herself of the heavy feeling. A sharp slap on her cheeks made her eyes open.

      “Oh, thank the gods,” Bexli said, her elfin face hovering over hers, framed by her sleek hair. “I thought you might have actually died for a moment there.”

      Recent memories started to return to Max, including the plan Bexli had proposed to get Mourad off the planet.

      “Did it work?” she asked, trying to sit up even though her head ached. “Did they buy it?”

      Bexli let out a breath. “Yep. It helped that you were actually dead for a minute, or so.”

      That was the part of the plan Max hadn’t been crazy about, but she’d agreed with the shapeshifter that thinking she was dead was the only way Mourad would leave.

      Bexli looked at the syringe in her hand. “Good thing my theory was right. The same chemical that can start your heart, also stops it.”

      Max gaped at her. “Theory? I thought you knew that’s how it worked.”

      Bexli gave a twitch of her shoulders. “I don’t have the most medical training on the ship, but I was pretty sure the captain mentioned something like that at some point.”

      Max attempted to glower at the woman. “I’m glad I didn’t know this ahead of time. I might never have agreed to it.”

      “You’re alive, aren’t you? No harm, no foul.”

      Considering Max’s head felt like it might split in two, she wasn’t sure if that was how she’d classify things. “And you’re sure Mourad bought it? He’s convinced I’m dead?”

      Bexli glanced up at the sky. “He and his goons are gone. They took off pretty soon after he inspected your dead body for himself. No pulse. No breathing. No point in sticking around.”

      “And he had no idea you weren’t his actual crew mate?” Max had seen the woman make some convincing changes, but morphing into a person Mourad knew well was especially challenging. One wrong statement or gesture and she could have given it all away.

      “I think he was too worked up about losing his big bounty to pay much attention to the guy who was carrying her. Lucky for us, he told me to toss you out. If he’d wanted to keep your body as a souvenir or had some predilections we didn’t know about, you would have been screwed.” Her lips twitched up. “Maybe literally.”

      Max shivered. What little she knew of the Gorglik bounty hunter wasn’t good, and in her one encounter with him, she’d found him repulsive, so she felt relieved he hadn’t been into necrophilia.

      She sat up all the way and looked around. Darkness had fallen, but in the light of the three moons, she saw that boulders and sparse bushes surrounded them. The Crestek city rose up on one side of them and the mountain range on the other. She didn’t hear any screams of battle, and lights seemed to glow from behind the high city walls.

      “So that’s it? The bounty hunters left, the Cresteks went back into their city, and the Dothveks…?”

      “Are either looking for us, or heading back to their village in the desert,” Bexli said. “Either way, we should head in that direction. I don’t want to be stuck crossing those sands dunes when the sun comes up, even as a Gurlian sand serpent.”

      Max cast a longing look at the Crestek city. “What about Holly?”

      “I shouldn’t go in after her without reinforcements. We need to regroup with the crew and the Dothveks and come up with a plan.”

      Max nodded. She was right. Holly would be fine in the city. Hell, knowing Holly and how much she loved male attention, she might just be in heaven in there. The male-female ratio was definitely in her favor.

      “Tori would be upset if you mounted a rescue without her,” she said.

      The shapeshifter’s face contorted for a brief moment. “I’m afraid Tori’s going to miss it no matter what.”

      “Why?” Concern for the gruff security chief made her stomach tighten. “Tori is okay, isn’t she? I saw Vrax take a blaster to the chest for her.”

      “She’s alive,” Bexli muttered darkly. “Stupid and headstrong, but alive. At least, as far as I know.”

      “You mind being a little more specific than that? You’re kind of freaking me out.”

      Bexli stood and put her hands on her hips. “While I was busy making a show of dumping your body and Mourad stormed back into his ship, I saw Tori run up the ramp before it closed.”

      “Mourad’s ship?” Max gave her head a gentle shake. “Why would she do that?”

      “Who knows?” Bexli opened her arms wide. “It’s Tori. She acts first and thinks later. Maybe she saw that you were dead and decided to take her anger out on Mourad, maybe she just wanted to kill him for stranding us here, maybe she’s planning to take over his ship.”

      Knowing what little she did of Tori, all of those seemed like distinct possibilities.

      “How can she take over his ship by herself?” Max asked. “She’s a badass, but he’s got a full crew of pretty scary guys.”

      “She’s not alone.” Bexli’s lips curled up into a wry smile. “Vrax ran on right behind her.”

      “The Dothvek she’s always arguing with? The one who jumped in front of the blaster for her?”

      Bexli pointed a finger at her. “You got it. Who knows? Between a pissed-off Zevrian and a Dothvek, they might be able to pull it off.”

      Max swallowed hard, not wanting to think about what was unsaid. “And if they don’t?”

      “Our crew just got a little smaller.” Bexli extended her arm, pulling Max up. “Then again, we did pick up you, and you’ve proven yourself to be very resourceful.”

      Max found herself blushing from the compliment. She’d gotten lots of accolades over her lifetime—awards, recognition, commendations—but the approval of the bounty hunter women felt better than any of that.

      “So, how are you at riding?” Bexli asked.

      “You mean horses?”

      Bexli shrugged. “A little like horses. It will make the journey go faster. I know you look fine, but I did kill you and bring you back. You probably shouldn’t cap that off with a run across the desert.”

      Before Max could reassure her that she felt fine, aside from a headache, Bexli bent over and shifted into one of the creatures she’d seen tied up at the edge of the sand. Jebels, Kush had called them.

      Max eyed the brown fur tipped with lavender before reaching out and touching the waddle hanging under the creature’s chin. It moved its long head and snapped at her, reminding Max that this creature was still Bexli.

      “Okay, okay,” she said, holding her hands up. “I won’t touch your double chin again.”

      If jebels could shoot daggers with their eyes, this one did.

      Max stifled her giggles as she climbed onto Bexli’s back, grabbing fistfuls of the thick fur to pull herself up. She leaned over the shifter’s neck. She was much higher off the ground than she thought she’d be, and she gave a small squeak when Bexli began moving forward. Jebels were not the most graceful creatures, and Max’s teeth rattled as she was jostled up and down.

      No problem, she thought. I only have to hold on across half a desert. She closed her eyes. As long as Kush was on the other side of that desert, it would all be worth it.
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      Kush barely noticed the moonlight bouncing off the sloping peaks of sand as his jebel trundled along. His animal followed the caravan as it moved toward their oasis village, but he did not long for home.

      He knew it wouldn’t feel the same for him ever again. The sound of the tiny bells that edged the tents and jingled in the breeze wouldn’t make him smile. The scent of the crackling fire wouldn’t give him comfort. The taste of the cool, clear, pond water would not refresh him. Even though he’d only known his little female for a short time, his bond with her had been strong, and he felt empty without her.

      He watched K’alvek’s back on the jebel in front of him, and knew his cousin’s mate was riding with him, her small body covered by his larger one. He regretted that the female captain had used her medicine to save him, although he would never admit that out loud. It sounded ungrateful, but the truth was that he didn’t want to be here, if Max was not.

      His people didn’t talk about mind mates much, as few Dothveks had the opportunity to have one anymore, but he knew that Max had been his. The connection he’d had to her feelings had been powerful, and had grown even stronger when he’d claimed her. He wondered why he hadn’t felt it when she’d died, but he knew that his body was still recovering from being dead himself, and his abilities might be muted.

      K’alvek dropped back, letting his jebel draw even with Kush. “We will send some warriors to look for her body again.”

      Kush pressed his lips together and nodded. Seeing her body would only serve to prove she was gone. He did not need proof. His heart ached enough for him to know he would never see her again.

      “Maybe they buried her,” Danica said.

      The thought of his little one lying in the ground made his stomach churn. “Bury?”

      Danica shrugged. “It was a human custom for a long time.”

      “I know you cared about her,” K’alvek said. “I am more sorry than you know.”

      “She was my mind mate,” he said, not looking at his kinsman.

      K’alvek didn’t reply. The sharp intake of breath the only indication he’d heard.

      “Really?” Danica asked. “Shit.”

      There was a shifting among the jebels behind them, and a low murmur passed through the group. Kush could sense the concern before he could see anything.

      “Something approaches,” K’alvek said, confirming what those in the back had sensed.

      The jebels broke their single-file formation and fanned out in a V, with K’alvek taking the front position. There was little noise as they all waited. Kush squinted through the darkness to see what creature was running toward them, and felt a jolt of surprise when he saw that it was a jebel and a single rider.

      “Did we leave a Dothvek behind?” he asked his cousin.

      “We did not.” K’alvek was tense as the rider approached at speed.

      Once the duo was close enough for him to make out faint details, Kush’s pulse quickened. The rider was too small to be a Dothvek, or a Crestek. It was clearly a female, although she did not have long hair flowing behind her. Her hair was short, and in the moonlight he could see that it was dark and glossy.

      Slipping down off his own animal, Kush stumbled forward. He didn’t think it was possible, but the female barreling toward them was Max. He was sure of it. He could even feel her now, her own emotions a frantic swirl of the excitement and disbelief he felt.

      “Kush!”

      She called his name through a choked sob, and his own throat was so thick with emotion he couldn’t call back.

      The jebel slowed slightly as it approached him, but he ran forward to meet it, not waiting until it had stopped to pull Max down and into his arms. He didn’t lower her to the ground as he rained kisses over her face, only stopping when he heard the sound of her laughter.

      “I can’t believe you’re alive,” she said, holding his face in her hands, her gaze devouring him. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

      “Nor I.” He shot a glance over his shoulder at the twin warriors. “We were told you were dead.”

      “That was all part of Bexli’s plan to get Mourad off the planet for good.”

      “Bexli?” Danica asked, sliding down off her own jebel. “She was with you?”

      Caro slipped off the back of a jebel, and she landed in the sand, sending up a small cloud around her. “Bexli disappeared when we were bringing your boyfriend back to life, and then we couldn’t find her.”

      The jebel Max had been riding transformed into the shape of a female, and a startled murmur passed though the Dothveks. Caro merely put her hands on her hips and laughed. “I should have known it was you. Your jebel’s fur had a noticeable hint of purple.”

      “My vanity always gives me away,” Bexli said, wiping sand off her hands, which had recently been hooves.

      A round ball of green fur poked out of Caro’s saddlebag, and gave a tiny yip. Kush had yet to determine which end of the animal was the top, or if Pog had eyes. He shook his head as he heard the creature begin to purr. The sands had their share of strange creatures but none so perplexing as this one, he thought.

      Bexli’s face broke into a wide smile. “Pog! There you are!” She lifted the creature out of the leather bag and nuzzled him.

      “It’s good to have you back,” Danica said. “No one wanted Pog to be an orphan.”

      “I’m safe and sound,” Bexli said. “Sorry we were held up.” She jerked her head in Max’s direction. “I was busy killing this one and bringing her back to life.”

      Kush bristled at the words, but Max rubbed his arms. “Don’t worry. Bexli was brilliant, and I’m perfectly fine.”

      He pulled her close to him, wrapping his arms around her and feeling the steady beating of her heart for proof.

      “I used the same trick we did when we were after that bounty on Parsus III,” Bexli said to Danica.

      The captain’s eyes widened slightly, and she appraised her crew mate with admiration. “And Mourad fell for it?”

      “Worked like a charm. I even let him inspect her dead body,” Bexli said. “Once he reports back that the bounty is dead, Max won’t have to worry about being chased around the galaxy ever again.”

      Kush felt her small body relax against his chest. “You are sure you’re okay?”

      She nodded. “I was weak at first, but now I feel great.” She touched a hand to her backside. “Aside from my sore ass.”

      “Hey,” Bexli said. “It’s not my fault that jebels are a bumpy ride. You told me to go as fast as I could.”

      Danica pulled Bexli into a hug. “I’m just glad I’ve got you both back again. There was a time not too long ago when I thought I’d never see any of you again.”

      Caro joined the hug, the three women forming a small circle. “You’re telling me. We thought you were a goner, Captain.”

      “You and me both.” The captain looked over at Max. “You’d better get in here, doc. You’re part of us now.”

      “That’s right.” Caro waved her over.

      Kush felt her momentary hesitation, but he pushed aside his desire to keep holding her and released his grip, nudging her to join her friends. She grinned up at him, and he felt her happiness as she ran over and threw her arms around the three bounty hunters.

      “Now, we just need to get our other two back,” Danica said.

      “Holly won’t be a problem,” Bexli said. “I’ve been inside the city. I know how to move around without being seen.”

      “It’s Tori I’m worried about,” Caro said. “She’s gone after Mourad.”

      Bexli gave a snort of laughter. “It’s Mourad and his crew I’d be more concerned about, if I felt anything close to concern for those assholes.”

      “And Vrax,” Danica said. “You know how our girl gets when she’s focused on a mission. That Dothvek has his hands full.”

      “Vrax is a fierce warrior,” K’alvek said. “If anyone can handle Tori, it is him.”

      Kush remembered watching his kinsman argue with the female. He suspected Vrax would have liked nothing more than to have his hands full with Tori. He cut his eyes to the black skies and the flickering pinpoints of light, wondering where in all that vastness the Dothvek was at that moment. It was hard to imagine being anywhere but his beloved sands, but his mind wandered to the worlds beyond his own. He would not mind seeing some of what Vrax would see as he journeyed in a spaceship.

      “She’ll be back for us,” Danica said, her voice sure. “No matter how long it takes.”

      “In the meantime,” Max said, slipping away from the women and returning to Kush’s embrace. “I don’t mind staying right here.”

      K’alvek chuckled. “Apparently, I sent the right warrior to rescue you.”

      Kush pulled his female to him again. “One more reason I have to be in your debt, cousin.”

      “You have never been in my debt,” K’alvek said. “You are my brother.”

      Kush swallowed hard. He was with his clan and his mate was by his side. He’d never felt so complete. He lifted Max onto the back of his jebel and swung up behind her. “Let’s go home.”
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      Max felt the bed moving beneath her. That was strange, she thought, as she slowly started to wake. Was she on a boat? Had she been dreaming about being on a boat?

      She opened her eyes and found herself staring up at the inside of a high, peaked tent. Warm, morning light streamed in from the gaps around the central pole, beating down on the blanket covering her and making her burrow further underneath it for warmth. She’d peeled off her filthy dress the night before, gratefully slipping naked under the blankets and animal skins.

      She hadn’t even paid much attention to the tent that Kush called home when he’d led her to it, but now that she was awake, she let her eyes wander. It wasn’t large, but it was neat and filled with more colors than she would have expected. The floor was covered with an assortment of patterned, braided rugs—layered on top of each other to create a patchwork effect—and a collection of feathers hung from the top of the center pole, which was painted with rings of pigment. The feathers fluttered as a soft breeze came in through a gap in the tent flaps, the tiny bells along the seam jingling.

      Stretching her legs, her toes brushed up against something beside her—something warm and solid. She didn’t need to turn her head to know it was Kush, and that he was still sleeping. They’d both been too exhausted when they arrived to do more than collapse onto the thick pile of leathers and furs that made up the bed on the tent’s sand floor. Now that she was rested, she rolled over to face the massive alien sleeping next to her.

      She still had a hard time wrapping her head around the fact that this big, gorgeous alien was hers. She rested a hand on his chest as it rose and fell with each deep breath, her fingers tracing over the curves of his tribal tattoo. He didn’t stir from her touch, so she moved her hand down, pushing aside the covers on both of them.

      Her fingertips buzzed as she let them drift down the hard curves of his corded stomach, and she held her breath as she gently stroked the ridges sweeping down in a V-shape below his stomach. She’d never seen such a perfect male specimen up close like this, and she felt like she could look at him all day long. That is, if there wasn’t something else she wanted to do much more.

      She moved down, wrapping her fingers around his cock, which was already hard. Her fingers bumped over the rings from below the crown to the base, her face warming at the memory of them inside her.

      Kush shifted in his sleep, but didn’t wake. Max wondered what kind of crazy sex dreams she was giving him, as he let out a low groan, and his cock throbbed in her hand.

      She lowered her mouth to him, taking the thick crown between her lips and savoring the hard, velvety feel of him. She moved slowly so he wouldn’t wake up, easing her mouth over him slowly and dragging her tongue around his girth. She sucked him as deep as she could take him, her hand fisting the base of his cock that she couldn’t take in her throat.

      She felt him shift again, and he emitted a low growl she felt ripple along her spine. Looking up, her breath caught. His eyes were open, and they were locked on her—dark and deadly.

      She moved her mouth up to the tip of his crown and smiled at him, but didn’t stop. She pumped her hand as she sucked harder, moving up and down his shaft, her lips stretched wide over his huge cock. He moaned again, and she felt a rush of pleasure that she was doing this. She’d never considered herself much of a seductress, but with Kush she felt powerful and sexy.

      One of his hands moved up her thigh and around to her ass, palming it before slipping his fingers between her legs and parting her folds.

      “So wet, little one,” he said, his voice still husky with sleep.

      She jerked a little when he slipped a finger inside her, but she didn’t stop pumping her mouth up and down his cock. He matched her pace with his finger, shifting his hand so that another of his fingers could circle her clit at the same time.

      Even when she was pleasuring him, he somehow managed to make her writhe with desire. She tilted her hips to take him deeper, her breathing as ragged as his, as she felt another thick finger slip inside and stretch her. She was close to the edge, but she wasn’t going let herself go without first feeling him come in her mouth. Max groaned with pleasure as he dragged his fingers in and out, her lips vibrating against his cock.

      He stiffened, and she stroked her hand faster on his shaft, feeling the beginning pulses of his release and sucking him hard. With a thrust upward, he spilled into her, and she swallowed his warm saltiness.

      Even as his body relaxed beneath her, he circled her clit faster until she felt herself shaking, her release rocking her. She kept his still-hard cock in her mouth as her body contracted around his fingers, her moans and cries buzzing against his skin and making him quiver and his cock jerk.

      “Sons of the goddesses,” he said, when she flopped next to him. “I cannot believe you aren’t some kind of sorceress.”

      She laughed and rolled over so that one arm draped over his chest. “I’m glad you approve.”

      “Approve?” he choked out a laugh. “You are full of surprises, little one.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I could not love anyone more.”

      She stopped breathing for a moment. “Did you say you love me?”

      “Yes.” He gave her a perplexed look. “Were you in any doubt of that?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I thought maybe it was more of a lust thing.”

      He lifted her so her head was even with his. “Lust? You think I would die for lust?” He ran one hand down her body and squeezed her ass. “Not that I don’t love all the ways this delicious little body pleasures me, but this is much more than lust.”

      Max’s chest seemed to swell, and her heart thumped even faster. “I love you too. And don’t get me wrong. I love all the things your cock can do to me, but I wouldn’t die for just anyone, either.”

      Kush pulled her tighter, flipping her underneath him in one seamless motion. “Now that we have that settled…”
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      Kush ignored the knowing glances as he came out of his tent. It was hard to keep secrets when there was nothing but fabric between him and his fellow Dothveks. A part of him missed the thick walls of the room in the Crestek city, although he would not exchange that for the wide-open sky and freedom of the sands.

      Sunlight glinted off the blue water of the pond, and he noticed several jebels drinking at the water’s edge as he wound his way through the tents toward the communal area. He inhaled deeply and caught the scent of meat roasting over the spit, making his way to the central fire where many were gathered.

      K’alvek stood, his arms crossed as he glared at Zatvar, the clan’s leader and his mother’s new mate. His cousin had never gotten over his mother taking a new mate once his father was killed, and he clearly held it against Zatvar. Kush was not overly fond of the warrior, but he tried not to openly antagonize him.

      “How can you say that?” K’alvek asked, nodding a quick acknowledgment at Kush and then looking back at Zatvar.

      Zatvar scowled and waved a hand in the air. “We already went after one of them, and look what it got us.”

      “We were successful,” K’alvek said. “Kush got the female out of the Crestek city, just as I knew he would do.”

      “Yes, the master tracker succeeded,” Zatvar said without glancing at Kush, “but we lost two others in the process.”

      “We will get them back,” K’alvek said. “Let me take a hunting party to retrieve the female, and we will bring her back.”

      Murmurs passed through the group. The other Dothveks were eager to return for the female.

      “You think you can get her out from under the noses of the Cresteks?” Zatvar laughed. “Only because your kinsman was inside with the female was he able to sneak her out. How do you expect to do it this time?”

      K’alvek hesitated, and Kush knew he was weighing whether or not to mention Bexli’s part in the plan. Zatvar was not known for his openness to anything new, and a female shapeshifter was definitely new.

      “We have to try,” K’alvek said, obviously deciding not to mention Bexli.

      “You made a deal with the enemy, am I correct?” the leader asked. “The female in exchange for help in battling the invading ship?”

      “Yes,” K’alvek admitted. “We had no choice.”

      Zatvar leaned back, his hands resting on his splayed knees. “I will not break an agreement with them and risk an attack.”

      “They would not attack us here,” K’alvek said. “They do not venture onto the sands anymore.”

      “Because we keep the truce.” Zatvar shook his head. “I have indulged you enough. You and your kinsman both have your mates. You should be satisfied.”

      He rose and strode away from the circle, and K’alvek watched him go with fists clenched.

      “You did what you could,” Kush said, putting a hand on his cousin’s tensed shoulder.

      K’alvek shook his hand. “I promised my mate that I would rescue her crew mate. I will not break a promise to her.”

      Kush knew Max was as eager to get Holly out of the Crestek city as Danica was. He’d seen the look in her eyes when the female had been taken away, and he knew she would not be fully happy until she was reunited with her friend. “My mate also wishes for her return.”

      K’alvek’s expression softened. “I am happy for you, brother. Happy you found a female who can put up with you.”

      Kush grinned at him. “She is a rare creature, indeed. Almost as patient as your mate.”

      K’alvek clapped him on the back and let out a guffaw of laughter. “We have both been blessed by the goddesses, and I, for one, will not be the cause of their unhappiness.”

      Kush looked around, but no other Dothveks were near. “What do you propose?”

      “We will rescue the female from our enemy despite what our foolish leader says,” K’alvek told him, extending one thick arm. “We are Dothvek warriors, are we not?”

      Kush clasped his arm at the elbow—linking their arms like they had since they were boys—and nodded, giving K’alvek his solemn vow without uttering a word. It was decided. They would walk into the fire together, as they always had.
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      Tori crouched low, her legs burning from being bent over for so long. She pulled her thick curls onto the top of her head and secured them with her lethal hair pins, feeling a bead of sweat snake down the back of her neck. “This air duct was not built for two, you know,” she muttered

      Vrax shifted his feet, sitting back on his haunches and looking as if the cramped position didn’t bother him at all. “I do not think it is so bad with both of us in here.”

      He also wasn’t sweating, which made Tori want to kick him in the balls, if she could have moved her leg. Her eyes unintentionally drifted down to the bulge in his leather pants, which was hard to ignore the way he was positioned. She looked away before he could catch her, cursing at herself.

      You’re here to complete a mission, not screw an alien, she reminded herself. Especially not one who seemed to go out of his way to annoy her.

      The last thing she needed was to be thinking about was how the infuriating Dothvek was incredibly built. Or wonder what the long, dark hair that spilled over his shoulders felt like. Or contemplate if the geometric markings that ringed his biceps were as smooth as they looked. Keeping her mind off the big barbarian wasn’t so easy when she was practically on top of him.

      Not that they’d had much choice of places to hide when they’d snuck onboard the enemy ship. The place was crawling with Mourad’s bounty-hunting crew, and staying out of sight meant hiding in the bowels of the old ship. Luckily for them, the vessel featured wide air ducts and vent shafts, something not found in some of the newer or sleeker ships.

      A pair of beefy bounty hunters walked underneath them, their boots echoing loudly off the steel floor, as they talked loudly about how they planned to spend their time once the ship had reached the outpost on Kressideen, also known as Devil’s Alley.

      “This place does not sound like a place I would like to visit,” Vrax whispered once the men had passed.

      Tori stifled a laugh. “You’re right about that, but it’s not a bad place to be if you want to commit a crime. Or several.”

      He raised one peaked eyebrow. “How many crimes are we planning to commit?”

      “Getting cold feet?”

      Vrax stared at his wide, bare feet. “They are not cold. Why?”

      Tori fought the urge to roll her eyes. If she didn’t kill this barbarian, it would be a miracle. “I mean, are you having second thoughts about doing serious damage to this crew?”

      Vrax glared at her. “A Dothvek never runs from a fight, but I thought you only wished to eliminate the bounty hunter Mourad for killing your crew mate.”

      Tori flinched as she thought about Max. She and Vrax had reached Mourad’s ship in time to see him telling his man to dispose of her body. She could still remember how frail Max’s lifeless body had looked, and how sick she’d felt that they’d been too late. The woman had sacrificed herself to save Tori’s life, and she hadn’t been able to save hers back.

      She hadn’t even thought about what she was doing before she’d found herself in a haze of rage, running onto Mourad’s ship without thinking and not even noticing that the Dothvek warrior had followed her until the metal entrance ramp had slammed shut behind her, and she’d turned to see him with her.

      There had been no way for either of them to get off before the ship was blasting off the surface and they were scrambling to hide. Tori wasn’t sure how long it had been since then, but it was long enough for her entire body to scream in protest at not being able to move.

      “Oh, I plan to kill Mourad. For Max, and for stranding us on a desert wasteland—no offense.”

      He frowned, but did not interrupt her.

      “But maybe most importantly, I plan to steal his fucking ship.” She grinned at the scowling alien. “And you’re going to help me, pretty boy.”
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      Tori sucked in short gulps of air, trying not to focus on how steamy it was hiding in the space ship’s ventilation ducts or how it was definitely not a duct built for two.

      “Do you have to sit so close?” she asked, shooting daggers at the hulking gold-skinned barbarian crouched next to her.

      “Yes,” he said, clearly missing the point of her snarky question that wasn’t so much a question.

      She rolled her eyes and dragged a hand across the back of her neck, the tendrils of hair that had fallen out of her messy topknot corkscrewing into damp curls. “Remind me again why you’re here.”

      When he opened his mouth to reply, she threw up a palm to silence him. “Never mind. Talking makes it hotter.”

      Of course, she knew why he was here. At least she knew why she was here, and she figured he’d come just to get under her skin, which was what Vrax seemed to do best.

      She’d stowed away onboard the enemy bounty hunter Mourad’s ship to get her revenge on him for stranding her and her crew on a desert planet and then for returning and killing the bounty they’d been hiding from him, Dr. Max Dryden. The noted scientist was not a man, as Mourad had thought, but was instead a pretty, petite woman with short, dark hair and blue eyes.

      She squeezed her eyes shut remembering seeing one of Mourad’s thugs holding Max’s dead body for his captain’s inspection and hearing Mourad tell him to toss the body. Her own body still hummed with rage that they’d killed the woman—a woman who’d risked her own life to save Tori’s. It had been that rage that had caused her to board the enemy ship and plot revenge on the bounty hunters.

      She cast another dark glance at the native from the sand planet who’d followed her onto the ship. It was one thing for her to work as part of an all-female bounty hunter crew, but it was another to partner up with a barbarian who towered over her, had wild hair that spilled over his shoulders, and massive biceps emblazoned with bands of tribal markings. He didn’t exactly blend in, although she had to admit he moved with surprising stealth for one so huge and muscular.

      Not that she had much choice. He’d run onto the ship behind her as the ramp had been closing, and then they’d blasted off the surface. She’d been too consumed with finding a place to hide to bitch at him about messing up her plan. Also, it hadn’t been much of a plan. More of a blood-lust revenge thing.

      Once Tori had calmed down, she’d formed a plan. A plan that involved causing as much discomfort to Mourad and his crew until the point when she’d slit the Gorglik’s throat and take his ship. She smiled when she thought about that part. Since Mourad had damaged here crew’s ship and marooned them on a primitive planet, then come back and blown up their ship, it was only fair play that she’d get to commandeer his ship to go back and rescue her crew.

      No way was she leaving her friends behind. The Dothvek barbarians they’d formed an alliance with seemed nice enough—and even Tori had to admit they were fearsome warriors—but living the rest of her life on a scorching hot ball of sand was not part of her plan.

      Tori held her breath as a group of bounty hunters walked beneath them, talking and laughing, the rough voices echoing off the steel walls of the ship. When they’d gone, she released her breath, and Vrax did the same.

      “When do we start?” he asked, his voice a low purr that sent an unwanted shaver of pleasure down her spine.

      She glared at him, working hard to keep her eyes on his face, even though the way he crouched on the back of his heels with his knees wide made it almost impossible not to look at his crotch. She swallowed hard, even though her mouth was bone dry. Did he seriously not realize that she could see his cock outlined against his tight leather pants? And shit if it wasn’t the longest, thickest one she’d ever seen.

      If he was any other guy she’d have known he was showing off, but these Dothveks didn’t seem to have the same sense of modesty or awareness other species had. She guessed if other aliens had cocks that big—and for fuck’s sake, were those rings around it?—they wouldn’t be modest either.

      He cleared his throat, and she jerked her gaze back to his eyes, her face warming.

      “Soon,” she said, once she’d remembered what he’d asked her. “We need to make sure our sabotage is subtle. If they realize they have stowaways, they’ll rip the ship apart to find us, and I, for one, don’t want to be put out an airlock before I have the chance to kill a few of these assholes and take their ship.”

      “Why don’t we kill them all now?” Vrax touched a hand to one of the curved blades hooked to his waist. “Are you afraid of the odds?”

      Tori shifted her weight, feeling her thighs and her temper burn. “Not afraid, aware. As impressive as your fighting skills are, pretty boy, there are more of them and they’re armed with blasters.” She looked away from him quickly. “I’m not losing another team mate.”

      Silence hung between them, and she knew he was thinking about seeing Max’s limp body, as well. Even though he hadn’t know the human scientist, his people had been on a mission to save her, and she knew without him saying a word that he felt the failure keenly. She’d learned that the Dothveks might look rough, but they had a pretty developed sense of duty and honor, as well as a pretty male chauvinistic attitude about protecting women. She’d decided to let that second part slide as long as Vrax didn’t pull any overprotective shit with her.

      “So how do we do this sabotage?” He said the last word slowly, and she suspected it was not one he knew well.

      Tori cut her eyes to the sliver of metal behind his ear—one of the temporary universal translator devices they’d shared with the Dothveks to make communication easier. She suspected not all words translated perfectly into Dothvek, and the sand-dwelling warriors didn’t seem like to type to go in for something as non-confrontational as sabotage.

      “We need to get a good sense of the ship.” She peered down through the slats below. “I worked on a ship like this before I joined my crew. It’s an old model, which is lucky for us. Lots of the environmental controls are in one place.”

      He tilted his head at her. “Environmental controls?”

      “We need to make things really uncomfortable for the crew so they’ll be forced to land sooner. The faster we can get this bird out of the air, the better for us.” She waved her hand at the cramped air duct. “Unless you want to stay like this for weeks.”

      The corners of his mouth twitched. “I do not mind.”

      “Of course you don’t mind. You’re used to two suns and an ocean of sand. You probably think it’s balmy in here.” She studied him for a second. “You aren’t even sweating.”

      “Would you prefer me to be sweating?”

      The thought of him sweating—and how it would feel to drag her fingers down his sweaty body—sent thoughts racing through her head that she did not need or want. She shook her head. “Definitely not.”

      He touched a hand to the side of her face, swiping away the moisture with the rough pad of his thumb. “I do not mind your sweat.”

      She jerked away, startled by the warmth of his touch and the buzz she felt on her skin where he’d touched her. It had been so long since a male of any species had touched her—unless they were trying to kill her—that the contact caught her off guard.

      His touch was so much softer than she would have expected. Nothing like the foul-breathed, rough fumblings that had left her with bruises and cost her a job on a mercenary ship. At least, she assumed she would have lost her job if she’d stuck around long enough to see if the first officer who’d tried to rape her had survived. As it was, she’d run just far enough to find a ship where she knew she’d be safe—Danica’s all-female bounty hunter crew and the women she now considered her family.

      Losing her balance as she pulled away from him, Tori fell backward onto her ass, hitting the metal panel hard and hearing the hollow sound echo in her ears.

      “Shit.” She froze, half expecting a fleet of bulky bounty hunters to descend on them. When no one came, she released a breath and sat up, glaring at Vrax, who wore a look of amusement.

      “Do not do that again,” she said, leveling a finger at him. “Not unless you want a broken nose.”

      “Do what?”

      “Touch me. Where I come from you don’t touch people like that unless you want to get your ass kicked.”

      He shifted and his shoulder muscles rippled, but his face was solemn as he held her eyes. “I will not touch you again. Unless you ask me.”

      She gave a small snort of laughter. The guy was confidant, she’d give him that, but there was no chance in hell she’d ever ask him to touch her. She was on a mission, and getting it on with a hot alien barbarian was not part of the plan.

       

      
        
        Chapter Two

      

      

       

      

      Vrax watched the female as she brushed off her pants and wiped a hand across her forehead, pushing a dark, damp curl out of her eyes.

      She looked a little different from the other females who’d crash-landed on his planet, the row of bumps curving over her brows and sweeping up and into her hairline being one of the noticeable difference. He fought the urge to touch the slightly raised bumps that were the same shade of brown as her skin.

      Tori had made it clear she didn’t want to be touched, but he’d also felt her flash of fear and panic when he’d put his hand to her face. Although the female was tough, with the roped muscles and fighting skills to prove it, she’d also been hurt in the past. He didn’t know who had hurt her, but he’d felt her powerful instinct to protect herself, and his own urge to protect the female had kicked in.

      That is the last thing she would want, he reminded himself. Unlike the other females, this one was a warrior who thrilled with battle. He felt his blood stirring as he remembered how she’d slashed at their enemies, weapons flying and teeth bared. This female he understood.

      All Dothveks were gifted with empathic powers. It was something he’d grown used to—sending the moods and feelings of his fellow warriors. He hadn’t known it was something that could be shared with an offworlder until the females had crashed onto their planet. First, the ship’s captain, Danica, had become K’alvek’s mind mate, and then his cousin Kush had formed a bond with Max. He pressed his lips together, imagining the pain his fellow Dothvek was feeling at the loss of the female, and promising himself that he would help avenge her death for his clansman.

      He stole a glance at Tori. He got strong feelings from her, but he suspected it was because she had such powerful emotions and took little pains to mask them. So far, he’d seen no evidence that she also felt his or that they had an unusual connection. This was probably for the best since the female did not seem like the type to take a mate, despite the flashes of arousal he’d picked up from her.

      She might want to fuck him, but she would want nothing more than that. He would not be adverse to seeing the feisty female straddling him, but he knew she had no intention of staying on his planet any longer than it took to rescue her crew and fly away. Would that be enough to slake his undeniable desire for her?

      His cock twitched, straining painfully against his snug pants. That was the last thing he needed as he sat crouched a finger’s length away from her. He forced himself to think of something else, anything else. Luckily, an ugly, purple-skinned alien waddled below them, muttering and scratching at his balls. Problem solved. No male could be aroused looking at that.

      He shifted his focus to the alien ship’s corridor—the battered metal walls dull and grimy—his belly tightened. Everything about this place felt foreign, from the stuffy air that smelled of unwashed bodies to the metallic pounding of footsteps and the high, sharp noises of something Tori had called a computer. Although he didn’t regret following her onboard the ship, he had to force himself not to think that they were hovering in mid-air somewhere far away from his home world.

      As a Dothvek warrior, he’d never had any reason to leave his planet or any intention to. Why would he? The planet provided everything they needed from the creatures they hunted to the fruits that grew at the tops of spindly trees to the water in their oasis village. Although his people were aware of offworlders and had seen ships overhead, they’d never desired to live like them, dashing around in the coldness of space. Not when they had the warmth and bounty of two suns.

      He shivered, even though the air was not cool, as he thought about the blackness of space enveloping the ship he was currently riding. Tori had mentioned being put out into space as a punishment if they were caught. The idea made fear claw at his throat, and he tasted the bitter tang of bile. Then they would have to be sure not to get caught.

      “When will we make things uncomfortable for these hunters?” he whispered.

      “They should start a sleep rotation soon,” she said. “They won’t all hit the racks at the same time, but they’ll only leave a couple of crew to man the bridge. They’d have no reason to guard the engine or control rooms.”

      “How will we get to these rooms?” He eyed the square, metal tube they were currently huddled in.

      She grinned, flashing her pointed back teeth. “You don’t want to crawl there on your belly?”

      “I do not mind crawling. I am used to stalking sand serpents for hours. It is you I think might not move quietly.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do I need to remind you that this is my mission? You’re just a stowaway I’ve decided not to turn in.”

      Her bluster amused him, but he tried not to crack a smile. “These hunters killed my people, as well. It is not only you who requires vengeance. And how would you turn me in without ending up out an airlock yourself?”

      Her frown deepened. “Fine. As long as you understand that this isn’t a pleasure cruise, pretty boy.”

      His gaze took in the cramped space and he touched a finger to the translator they’d given him. He did not know the word “cruise,” but he understood her meaning. “Perhaps we have different ideas of pleasure, female.”

      She cocked her head at him and a few curls fell down over one eye. “I am sure we do.”

      Before he could reply, she put a finger to her lips and slapped a hand over his forearm. A pair of bounty hunters were coming, the sound of their heavy footfall ricocheting around them. One hand instinctively moved toward his blade as they passed underneath, never even bothering to look overhead.

      He recognized one of the men as the one who’d carried Max’s body, and he felt Tori stiffen next to him, her grip on his arm tightening. So she’d recognized him, too. A flood of rage coursed through her and into him. It was all he could do not to leap down with a roar and tear the alien’s head off his body.

      Tori squeezed his arm, and he realized that he was emitting a low growl. Not loud enough to hear below over the rumble of the ship, but loud enough for her to hear.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll make them pay, but that guy is mine.”

      “We will see.”

      She flexed the hand on his arm, her fingernails digging into his flesh. “Do you always argue with other warriors?”

      He skin was firm enough that her sharp nails didn’t cause him pain. “Only the ones who take all the kills for themselves.”

      “Me? Who had to show off and jump in front of the blaster?”

      He did not understand this female. “You are upset I was shot and you were not?”

      “I didn’t ask you to be a hero.” She removed her hand from his arm and leveled a finger at his chest. “I’m a bounty hunter. I don’t need saving.”

      “Clearly.” His gaze flicked to the dim, cramped vent.

      “This is temporary. It’s the only way I could think of in the moment to make these assholes pay for what they did.”

      “Then we agree on something. They will pay for their dishonorable actions.”

      He was there was to make these creatures pay for disturbing his planet, attacking the women his people had vowed to protect, and killing one of them. Killing females was forbidden. As a people ruled by the wisdom of goddesses, he’d been trained in the value of females above all others—to worship, to protect, to revere. To murder a female was to invite the vengeance of his entire clan, and he was there to carry out the punishment. With her.

      It would be a lie not to admit the pull he felt toward the wild warrior woman—both his attraction and his frustration. She was unlike any female he’d known—stubborn and willful, even if it meant putting herself in danger. It had been exhausting keeping her safe, and she’d been less than grateful for his efforts. She’d barely muttered a thanks after he’d taken blaster fire meant for her, although he’d felt her relief when he’d survived.

       Even Dothvek females, who were far from powerless themselves, were not as headstrong and fearless as this female. Of course, there were few Dothvek females anymore. Not since their enemies the Cresteks had inadvertently created an illness that had swept through the female population of the entire planet. The ones remaining wouldn’t put themselves at risk like this foolish female seemed to do every time she got the chance.

      No, another reason he’d followed her onto the ship was to keep her safe. He knew her crew mates would be devastated to lose another one of their team, and he wouldn’t know what to do with himself if he wasn’t helping her out of dangerous situations. Not the he would ever tell her that.

      The lights flickered and then went to half power, the hum growing quieter.

      Tori’s face was dim in the lower lighting, but he could still see the flash of her white teeth as she grinned at him. “Ready to have some fun?”
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