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      Tori sucked in short gulps of air, trying not to focus on how steamy it was, hiding in the spaceship’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 had 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 a bare chest emblazoned with tribal tattoos. He didn’t exactly blend in, although she had to admit he moved with surprising stealth for one so massive 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 their ship and marooned them on a primitive planet, then come back and blown their ship to smithereens, it was only fair play that she’d 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 in her master life plan.

      Tori held her breath as a group of bounty hunters walked beneath them, talking and laughing, their rough voices echoing off the steel walls of the ship. When they’d gone, she released her breath and felt Vrax do the same.

      “When do we start?” he asked, his voice a low purr that sent an unwanted shiver 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 were 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 startling green 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.

      Tori shifted her weight, feeling her thighs burn. “First of all, there are only two of us, and as impressive as your fighting skills are, 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 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 gaze 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 lost her the 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 confident, 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.
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      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 differences. 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 was 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—sensing 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 against 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 so close to her he could feel her breath. He forced himself to think of something else, anything else. Luckily, an ugly, purple-skinned alien waddled past 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—and 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 midair 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 in which 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 slightly pointed 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 on 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 up.

      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 notice.

      “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?”

      His 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 thing 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 to value 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 thank you 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 couldn’t seem to stop himself from shielding her from harm. 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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      Tori gingerly set the vent cover to one side and listened. Nothing. The crew seemed to be tucked away in their racks, and they were far enough from the bridge not to be heard. She motioned to Vrax and watched, with some amount of respect, as he dropped noiselessly, landing in a crouch on his bare feet.

      She guessed there were some skills the barbarian had that she could learn, and stealth seemed to be one of them. She glanced down at her own heavy boots, considering for a moment whether she should lose them. She decided against it. She wasn’t used to moving around barefoot, and she didn’t like to idea of losing the protection. Not to mention, they came in handy when she needed to throw a kick.

      Lowering herself slowly from the opening, she held the edge until the last possible second, then dropped the remaining distance. She flinched when she felt his strong hands catch her waist before she hit the floor. He lowered her, almost as if she’d break, and set her on the floor, dropping his hands.

      She wanted to bitch at him for grabbing her, but she knew it had been a smart move, and had saved her from making a loud landing and possibly kept them both from getting caught. “Thanks,” she whispered.

      He shrugged as if it was nothing, and she was glad he wasn’t making a big deal out of it. Maybe the guy wasn’t a total macho asshole.

      She peered down the corridor and saw that it was empty. She waved for him to follow her, and they crept toward what she hoped was the central control area, ducking through doorways and hurrying past corridors shooting off from the main one. Although some details were different, and Mourad had made specific alterations to his ship, the layout was consistent with the other ship she’d served on.

      For a brief moment, she felt like she was on that old ship again. She could almost hear the raucous laughter of the crew, and smell the dank air that had reeked of sweat and stale whiskey. Her heart thumped in her chest as she tried to push away the memory of the first mate, his heavy bulk slamming her up against a metal wall and his hot breath on her neck. Her stomach roiled as she thought of his beefy leg pushing hers apart, and his hand ripping at her clothes.

      Tori put a hand to the wall, the cool metal a familiar jolt as she sucked in steadying breaths. This is not that ship, she told herself. He’s not here. You made damn sure of that.

      Vrax’s warm hand closed over hers. Her first instinct was to jerk it away, but she let his comforting heat spread up her arm before slipping her hand out from under his and squaring her shoulders.

      “Sorry about that. Guess I’m lightheaded from not eating.”

      He didn’t respond, and she didn’t look back at him. When they reached the arched doorway leading into the control room, she peeked through the clear top of the door. As she suspected, it was empty.

      She pushed open the door, glad the hinges didn’t groan, and closed it once he’d joined her inside the room. She wasn’t an engineer, but she’d hung around her crew’s engineer Holly enough to know her way around a ship’s controls. She’d never met anyone as enthusiastic about space ship engines and operating systems as the redhead, and luckily for her, she’d acted as the woman’s second pair of hands more than once.

      “What is all this?” Vrax’s usually deep voice was barely a croak as he gaped at the machinery that stretched across one wall, lights flashing and panels whirring.

      “This is how the ship runs. At least, it’s the controls for the systems that run the ship. The actual wiring goes all throughout the vessel, but it ends up in here.”

      By his expression, she could tell that explanation hadn’t helped much.

      “The Crestek use devices like this,” he said, bitterness dripping from his words.

      Tori knew that the Cresteks were the Dothveks’ mortal enemy, although from what she’d seen, the two clans looked almost exactly the same. The only differences seemed to be in how they lived and what they wore. One of the biggest differences was that the Cresteks had embraced technology, although they weren’t anywhere near the point of achieving space flight, while the Dothveks had retained their primitive life on the desert. After having the Cresteks kidnap some of her crew members, she knew which of the clans she preferred.

      “Those blasters they have are nothing compared to this,” she said. “And just because the Cresteks do something, doesn’t mean it’s bad. Not all progress is a bad thing.”

      Vrax grunted, which told her he didn’t agree. That was fine, as long as he didn’t decide to go all caveman on her and start smashing things.

      “How about we agree to disagree?” She moved forward, her eyes scanning the panels until she found the unit that controlled the water reserves. One way to speed up their trip was to cut off their water supply. A crew as large as Mourad’s wouldn’t last long without sufficient drinking water.

      She flicked her gaze to the water skin hooked to his waist. “We’ll need to make sure that’s filled up before we climb back up into the ceiling.”

      He gave her a curious look but didn’t question her.

      “I’m venting their water so they have to land the ship. It’s something they won’t be able to fix without making a supply stop, which means they’ll have to land someplace with some sort of outpost.” She eyed the controls. “It’s also something that won’t look immediately like sabotage. Mourad will assume incompetence among his crew, which will keep us safe for a while longer.”

      “If we make him angry enough at his own crew, maybe he can take them out for us.”

      “Harsh.” She grinned. “I like it.”

      It only took her a few moments to flip the switches to vent most of the water tanks into space, and she watched the readings drop and a red warning light begin to flash. She would have been shocked if the bridge watch wasn’t also dozing off, but in case someone was actually monitoring the ship’s readouts, they needed to be long gone when someone came to check out the problem. “Time to make ourselves scarce.”

      They crept back through the ship, stopping to fill his water skin in a deserted and filthy bathroom that made her hold her hand over her mouth and feel grateful that she worked with women. When they reached the large vent over the main corridor, Tori didn’t complain when he heaved her up so she could noiselessly grab the edge of the opening and hoist herself the rest of the way.

      Part of her thought that this subterfuge was beneath her. She’d much rather engage in hand to hand combat than sneak around playing what felt like pranks on her enemy. But she’d learned from working with Danica that sometimes being sneaky was called for. She adjusted the deadly hair needles holding her mass of curls in place on top of her head. She knew she’d get her fill of death soon enough.

      When he climbed up after her, she slid the grate slowly back into place, jumping when the air began to flow around them and dropping the grate so that it clattered. She held her breath, but no one came running. She guessed there was a lot of clattering and banging on a ship this old.

      After a moment, she rubbed her bare arms and wished they’d picked another hiding place. Too bad they were going to freeze to death before the assholes on the ship ran out of water. Mourad liked his ship cold, and she wasn’t dressed for living inside the vent. She glanced over at Vrax, who seemed unaffected by the frigid air rushing through the vent. Correction. She was going to freeze to death. She remembered that his skin was tougher than hers, and she suspected the same thing that made it impervious to the blazing heat of two suns also made him able to withstand cold.

      Lucky bastard, she thought, as she watched her frozen breath form a cloud around her mouth.

      He chuckled, and she looked up at him. Had she said that aloud? Was the cold making her delirious?

      “You should let me warm you,” he said, scooting closer to her.

      She scooted backward. “Nice try. I think I’ve heard that one before. Right along with ‘let me help you get the dirt out of your eye’ and ‘why don’t we go someplace quieter?’”

      He angled his head at her. “This place seems very quiet, but you are too cold. Your lips are blue.”

      She rubbed her lips together, but could barely feel them. “I’m fine,” she lied.

      “Are all the females on your crew this stubborn, or am I just lucky?”

      She wanted to fire a snarky response back to him, but her teeth were now chattering too hard for her words to make sense. “Fuuuuuuuck yoooooou.”

      “Yes, that would most likely help, but I suggest we start with something quieter.” He reached for her, moving so swiftly she didn’t have time to dodge, and pulled her against him, tucking her into his chest and wrapping his thick arms around her back.

      What the hell?

      Tori’s first instinct was to fight him off, but his body heat felt so good she couldn’t help relaxing into him. His skin was actually warm, as if all the heat it had absorbed from being exposed to the strong sunlight was now radiating back onto her. Her teeth stopped rattling, and she could no longer see her breath as she exhaled against his massive chest muscle.

      Shit. As much as she wanted to push him away and punch him in the mouth for touching her, she knew she’d never survive without his body heat.

      “Better?” he asked, his hushed word buzzing against her ear and sending frissons of pleasure arrowing down her spine and a rush of heat pulsing between her thighs.

      Well, this was just fucking great. She was hiding in an enemy ship, being frozen to death by the environmental controls, and getting turned on by a living furnace.

      As soon as she wasn’t an ice cube, she was going to punch this alien in the nuts, if for no other reason than she was almost positive he was loving all this. But for now, the arrogant asshole was keeping her alive, so she supposed she should be grateful.

      “Better,” she admitted.

      “You should rest,” he said. “I think when the ship awakens and discovers their lack of water, we should be on our guard.”

      He was right. She suspected that Mourad would be on the warpath when he realized his valuable water was almost completely gone. Someone would have to pay for it, and it was her job to make sure it wasn’t them.

      “Only for a little while,” she said, feeling contentment surging through her as he pulled her closer. “Don’t let me sleep too long.”

      “I won’t,” he said, pulling the sharp sticks out of her hair so that it spilled down around her shoulders.

      The last thought that floated through her mind as she drifted off was that his chin felt warm as he rested it on top of her head, and that she’d never been so close to a male of any species and felt so safe.
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      Vrax shifted to get feeling back into his legs, a prickling sensation making him wiggle his toes. He hadn’t wanted to disturb Tori’s sleep, but the female had been nestled in his lap all night, and her weight had made his legs go numb.

      Numb was better than hard, he thought, which was what his cock had been, until he’d persuaded himself to think of the squat scavengers on his planet with doughy flesh and beady eyes. That had done it, although he’d had to remind himself of the repulsive creatures each time she let out a breathy sigh in her sleep or moved her ass in his lap. For a female who was such a tough warrior during the day, her sleeping noises were surprisingly feminine.

      Vrax stroked a hand down her bare arm. The cold airflow had stopped during the night, so her skin had warmed and was no longer covered in bumps. Even though her body appeared to be all muscle, her flesh was soft and curved in places his body was not, reminding him again that she was indeed a female. A female who was stubborn and impulsive and made him crazy, he added to himself.

      He’d been able to steal some moments of sleep, but his dreams had been ruined with visions of scavengers, so he was glad that the ship was rousing below them. The lights in the corridors had brightened, and the clang of boots on metal echoed through the ship as the bounty hunters reported for duty. Vrax had noticed one crew member hurrying to the bridge, muttering to himself and wondered if Tori’s sabotage had already been discovered.

      “What the hell do you mean, our water tanks are almost empty?”

      The booming voice seemed to shake the walls of the ship as Mourad stormed down the corridor below them. Vrax tightened his grip on Tori as she jerked awake from the noise, clamping a hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t make a noise to alert those below of their presence.

      Her eyes went wild, then seemed to focus on him and their surroundings. When he was sure she wouldn’t blow their cover and when Mourad had thundered art them, he released her.

      To her credit, Tori didn’t scurry backward. However, she did narrow her eyes at him. “You didn’t wake me.”

      “You needed to sleep,” he said.

      She pulled her hair up and secured it in a messy bun with her two sharp metal sticks. “Don’t think that just because I—”

      “I do not think anything,” he cut her off, holding up one palm. “I do know that the captain has discovered the missing water.”

      Her face brightened. “Good. That means he should have to alter course.” She slapped his leg. “Pretty soon I’ll get my revenge, and we’ll head back to your planet. I can get my crew and get out of there, and you can return to your regular life.”

      He didn’t reply, wondering what regular life would feel like after he’d ventured away from the sands and out among the stars. Could he really go back to hunts for sand serpents after he’d seen all this? He would have to.

      More bounty hunters ran through the corridor toward the control room, and Mourad’s rage-filled voice drowned out all other sounds as he bellowed his displeasure.

      “This is impossible. How could we lose all that water overnight? Are you sure we were fully stocked when we left the planet?”

      The voice that replied was much quieter, and Vrax couldn’t make out what was said, only that it must not have pleased the captain because there were a serious of bangs and crashes like flesh hitting steel.

      “I pay you to keep my ship running. If you can’t fix the problem, maybe I should find someone who can.” Another crash of what sounded like bone against metal. “This mission had been a disaster from start to finish. First those bitches trick us, and then the bounty dies. I wasted days chasing those worthless cunts, and I don’t even have a bounty to show for it. And now one of my idiot crew accidentally vents our water into space.”

      There was a pause and the faint sound of another voice. “We won’t make it there. We’ll have to stop at the Den of Thieves.” Mourad let out a harsh laugh. “Not that I won’t mind the chance to bury my cock in a Kurrilian whore.”

      His crew joined him in laughing, but they were silenced with another crash. “Figure this out, or none of you will make it to Kurril.”

      Mourad stomped back down the hall, his bald, jaundiced head beaded with sweat and passing so close to the vent that Vrax could almost smell the fury radiating off the alien.

      “So far, so good,” Tori said. “It’s nice to see that asshole sweat it out after what he did to us.”

      “Why does he hate your crew so much?” Vrax asked. He knew this Mourad wanted the same bounty Tori and her crew had captured, but it felt more personal than that. Not that Tori couldn’t drive any sane person to violence.

      She crossed her legs in front of herself and leaned her elbows on her knees. “He can’t stand being beaten by women. We’re smarter and better than him, and he hates that, so he hates us.”

      “How do you beat these men?” He’d seen her crew. They were all small females, and she was the only one who looked like a warrior.

      Cocking an eyebrow at him, she leaned back. “Being a bounty hunter takes more than big muscles, pretty boy. We can sneak into places these brutes can’t. We’ve also been known to use feminine wiles to get what we want.”

      “I do not know this ‘feminine wiles,’” he said, wondering how females who were not warriors could defeat these males over and over.

      Tori looked him up and down. “It’s when you use certain talents to make men do what you want.”

      He still did not fully understand. Did these women spread their legs to get their bounties? The thought made him scowl. “You bed males to help you catch bounties?”

      Tori’s body went rigid. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t ask me that.”

      “Do you?” Anger coursed through him, although he did not know why. It was not his concern how these offworlders lived, right?

      She bared her teeth. “Are you asking if we’re whores?”

      He did not know females well, especially these alien ones, but he suspected he was in dangerous territory. “Explain to me.”

      “I don’t have to explain anything to you.” She ground out her words. “I didn’t ask you to follow me on board, and I didn’t ask for your help. And I definitely don’t need some chest-thumping barbarian to tell me how we should do our jobs.”

      He bit back a growl. She had still not answered him. “I am not thumping my chest.”

      She leaned over and jabbed a finger over his heart. “This is why I don’t work with men. You think you can tell me what to do just because you have a cock.”

      Vrax did not know how they had gone from talking about her crew seducing men for work to his cock. He gave his head a gruff shake. “This has nothing to do with my cock.”

      “It does if you get all hot and bothered thinking about me and my girls touching other guys’ cocks.”

      The thought made blood pound in his head. He could not imagine that K’alvek would react well if he discovered this about his new mate, who was also Tori’s captain. He did not know the fair-haired female his fellow Dothvek had claimed, but he could not imagine that of her. “Do you?”

      Her dark eyes blazed as she glared at him. “Actually, that’s not my area of expertise. I’d rather kill men instead of fuck them.”

      His shoulders relaxed, even though her words made his cock throb. He wasn’t even sure if he was more aroused by the image of her in battle or the thought of fucking her.

      “For your information, Holly and Bexli can get men to do just about anything they ask, and they don’t even have to fuck them.” She uncoiled her fists. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “You are my business,” he said, his voice low. “We are fighting together.”

      Tori opened her mouth then shut it again, and he felt some of the fight go out of her. “Fine. We’re on the same team for now, but don’t get any idea that fighting together gives you any say over what or who I do.”

      He did not agree with this. Females were modeled after the goddesses, and goddesses did not do such things. At least not the goddesses the Dothveks worshipped. But he decided not to argue with her any more. Not when he heard something that made his blood run cold.

      Whispers—coming from inside their ventilation shaft.
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      Tori felt his body tense even though he was not touching her. Then she heard it.

      Shit. Were the furtive whispers coming from inside the ventilation shaft where they were crouched? It sounded like it, but the strange echo made it hard to determine from which direction. She knew the ducts were a maze that ran throughout the ship, but she also knew that not all were as large as the section they’d chosen. Some parts were so narrow she could barely squeeze through and some were completely impassable. She knew this from working on the mercenary ship and being the only female, and thus smallest crew mate, who’d been sent in when the system needed fixing.

      She held up a hand to steady Vrax as he reached for his blade. The voices could be coming from a smaller section somewhere else on the ship and the sound merely carrying to them. Of course, that also meant that their argument could very well have carried through the vents across the ship.

      “We should fight,” he whispered.

      She shook her head. “We’re outnumbered.”

      He unsheathed his blade. “I have had worse odds.”

      She rolled her eyes. “In the desert, maybe. We’re on a ship hurtling through space, and we don’t have backup. We need to be smart.”

      He frowned at her. “Smart like your crew mates are smart?”

      She almost laughed. “Yeah, no. You don’t want me trying to seduce our way out of this.”

      He visibly bristled. “No, I do not.”

      She wasn’t going another round about this. She pressed a finger to his lips to silence him. When they stopped whispering, the other voices paused, as well.

      She held her breath, hoping maybe they’d been hearing an echo of themselves. A moment later, the other voices resumed, and now they sounded closer.

      Move, she mouthed, motioning with her hands for him to start crawling away from the voices and away from her.

      Not surprisingly, Vrax moved as if he was gliding, and made almost no sound. She tried to be as silent as him, concentrating on sliding her knees and hands, instead of lifting them. They were heading away from the bridge, so that was good. The farther away from Mourad, the better.

      The whispers had vanished, but her gut told her that they were merely laying low. Her heart hammered in her chest as she tried not to think of what would happen to them if they were caught. Nothing good, that was for sure.

      Her stomach churned at the realization that she was the only woman on the ship, and Mourad had always looked at her like he’d like to devour her. With the Gorglik, she couldn’t be sure if that was an actual possibility or not. Even if he didn’t kill her, she could be pretty sure he’d make her wish she were dead.

      Tori forced herself to swallow the bitter bile threatening to choke her. Getting caught wasn’t an option. She focused on the silhouette of Vrax in front of her, attempting to keep her eyes on his wide shoulders spanning the width of the duct instead of his nice ass.

      Getting captured wouldn’t be good for him, either. They might not rape him, but they wouldn’t take too kindly to a barbarian stowaway. The thought of Vrax being tortured made her stomach do a flip.

      Come on, Tori. You barely know the guy, she told herself. Aside from the fact that he did his best to get under her skin. Why couldn’t one of the strong but silent Dothveks have stowed away with her? Maybe the silver fox who barely spoke. That would have been perfect. But, nope. She had to be stuck with the one alien who argued with her nonstop and had an opinion about everything.

      She bit back a sigh. Worrying about Vrax was the last thing she needed. She should be totally focused on sabotaging Mourad’s ship, not thinking about what might happen to the annoying but hot alien if he got caught. It’s not your fault he’s here, she reminded herself. You didn’t ask him to come.

      But she was the one who ran on board without thinking. The one who, once again, allowed herself to be led by rage instead of reason. Not that reasoning had ever been a strength of hers. That’s why she had Danica and Caro and the rest of her logical, strategic crew to calm her down and balance out her violent impulses. Thinking about the crew that had become her family made her clench her jaw and kept moving.

      A hollow thump behind her made her spin her head around. Someone was behind her and was closing in fast. She couldn’t see anything but darkness, but she knew they were there. Her only hope was they hadn’t seen her. If they were moving as fast as she thought they were, it wouldn’t take long until they were on top of her.

      Vrax reached around and tugged her forward, pulling her so that she was in front of him.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered just loud enough for him to hear.

      His eyes glittered in the dim lighting coming from the vent below them and his body thrummed with energy. “What I’m supposed to do—protect my fellow warrior.”

      His hands were hot on her arms, and she felt like his touch was leaving scorch marks as he cupped her face. She sucked in a breath, the jolt from his gentle touch rendering her speechless.

      Before she could argue that she didn’t need his protection, he’d slid aside the vent and dropped her down into the narrow corridor somewhere in the bowels of the ship. She landed with a thud, glancing around to see that there were none of Mourad’s crew around, then she looked back up to tell him to jump down.

      The vent was back in place, and he was gone.

      “Vrax,” she whispered. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Fuck. Where had he gone? She had a bad feeling that he was pulling some barbarian hero crap, and was going to find whoever had been following them. She leapt up, trying to reach the vent, but she couldn’t pull herself up and move the heavy metal aside at the same time. She dropped back down, letting out a string of curses that would have made Holly proud.

      “If Mourad’s goons don’t kill you, I will,” she muttered, shooting a final dark look up at the vent.

      If Vrax was going to be an idiot, there was nothing she could do about it now. She needed to hide before one of the bounty hunters stumbled onto her. Luckily, she was in a part of the ship not many crew ever visited—it was mostly pipes and storage.

      Tori surveyed the area, spotting a nearby shelving unit with a narrow space behind it. She could wedge herself in there and no one would notice her, especially since the only lighting was a flickering bulb in the ceiling that cast a dim yellow light that barely reached the edges of the dingy space.

      As she was squeezing herself behind the shelves stacked tall with crates held in place with chain link doors, she held shouts followed by the running of feet. She froze, her stomach clenching into a hard knot.

      They’d found him. Or Vrax had confronted them and lost. Or worse, he’d let himself be found to take any potential heat off her.

      Tori flinched at the sounds of a fight. Every fiber of her being wanted to run out and battle with him, but she knew it would be pointless. They would be defeated and both end up in custody. And she knew being taken by Mourad and his crew would be worse for her. If she stayed hidden, she could help him. She swallowed hard, her throat dry and rough. That was, if they kept him alive long enough for her to save.

      You have a mission, she reminded herself. Take revenge on Mourad and his crew. Steal his ship. Go back and save her friends. She couldn’t sacrifice all that because one barbarian was stupid enough to get himself caught.

      He did it to save you, the little voice in the back of her head said. She shifted from one foot to the other, physically uncomfortable with the idea of a man doing anything to protect her. Men had been nothing but a source of disappointment and pain to her before now. From the father who’d left her before she could remember him, to the boys on her home world who’d bullied her because she wasn’t strong enough to fight back, to the men in dingy canteens who didn’t understand the word no. She’d learned that she couldn’t trust any of them. This one wouldn’t be any different in the long run.

      He’d already proved himself to be way too possessive for her liking. Alphas who liked to be in charge were not her type, especially since she considered herself an alpha who liked to be in charge. Although she had to admit that the arrogant bastard had kept her from freezing to death and hadn’t tried anything while she slept. That had been a first.

      Even if he had saved her, no way was she going to be in debt to some hot alien with a caveman complex.

      “I’ll just have to save that cocky asshole right back,” she whispered to herself, peeking out of her hiding place. That way, they’d be even.

      Now, how was she going to get to the brig from there?
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      “Don’t kill him,” Mourad said, his voice gravelly as he stood across from Vrax with his meaty arms crossed. “Not yet.”

      Vrax pulled himself up to his full height, although his stomach ached from being punched. Even though Mourad was large—with a beefiness that made him look almost bloated—Vrax was taller, and he liked being able to look down on the creatures who’d captured him.

      It took four of them to hold him in place, while another two had beaten him with their fists until he tasted blood. Vrax spit a mouthful of bloody spittle on the floor at the captain’s feet.

      “Let’s try this again,” Mourad said, glancing down at the splatter on his boots. “Why are you on board my ship?”

      Vrax tried to shrug as if the question was of no consequence. “I had never been on a ship that flies through the air.”

      The bounty hunters exchanged looks with each other, as if this made some sense, but Mourad gave an unsatisfied grunt. “Where are the rest of you? I know you don’t think I’m going to buy that you came on here alone.”

      Vrax met his eyes, trying not to react to the alien’s lack of pupils. The alien captain’s black eyes made him want to shiver, but he remained still. “My clansmen do not have the same curiosity I do.”

      “We heard you talking to someone,” one of the crew said, nudging another male. “Didn’t you say you heard talking?”

      “I was repeating the Dothvek mantra to keep my mind occupied,” he said, repeating a Dothvek prayer to the goddesses he’d learned as a boy. Even though it was a lie, the familiar words were a comfort.

      He could sense the captain’s cruelty, and despite his outward calm, it scared him. He’d never encountered a creature who felt pleasure at another’s pain with quite the same relish that this alien did. Not even the Cresteks savored pain like this. Every blow that landed painfully on Vrax’s body came with a rush of the captain’s enjoyment. More so if Vrax made any noise that expressed pain. If he took the hits in silence, Mourad grew bored.

      His unblinking eyes held Vrax’s, their cold depths revealing nothing. But Vrax did not need eyes to understand the soul of another. And this creature’s soul made him glad Tori was staying hidden. He repeated the Dothvek words, feeling them give him strength.

      “Primitives.” Mourad snorted. “I’m glad we’ve seen the last of your backward planet. Give me one reason I shouldn’t put you out an air lock.”

      Vrax steadied his breath as his heartbeat accelerated. “I’m no use to you dead. Alive, I can work.” His gaze flicked to the crew surrounding him. “It’s taken this many of you to subdue me. Imagine if I was fighting on your side.”

      Mourad studied him for a moment, then his lips curled up into a smile that exposed yellow teeth crowding his mouth. “You’re right about one thing. I can’t make anything off you if you’re floating in space. I can make a nice profit on a barbarian like you at the slave markets, though.”

      Not exactly what Vrax had been hoping for, but it was better than being tossed outside the ship.

      “Throw him in the brig.” Mourad jerked his head to one side. “And make sure he’s not any more damaged than he already is. They pay more for a healthy slave than a broken one.” He chuckled as he walked away. “Maybe his new owner will enjoy breaking this one themself.”

      Vrax was dragged through the ship, the four bounty hunters tugging roughly on his arms, until they finally reached a round door that spiraled open as they approached. Beyond the door was a short corridor with more exposed piping in the ceiling, and dark, metal floors. A pair of rooms were positioned side by side, each with three walls and one that appeared to be open. A standing console stood across from the open rooms.

      One of the alien bounty hunters dropped Vrax’s arm and walked to the console, while the other three shoved him into the first open room. Stumbling, Vrax turned to lunge at the men, but a shimmer of blue descended over the opening.

      One of the bounty hunters rocked back on his heels and laughed. “You run into that, you’ll get a nice shock, desert man.”

      Desert man? He ignored the comment and stepped closer to the opening that now hummed. He didn’t know what it was, but he decided not to touch it. Especially since the bounty hunters seemed to be hoping he would.

      After watching him for a few moments, their smiles faded.

      “He must not be as stupid as he looks,” one mumbled.

      “You think one of us should stay?” the one behind the console asked, joining the others as they watched him.

      “And do what? It’s not like he can get through the force field without killing himself, or setting off every alarm in the place. And where’s he going to go?”

      Vrax swiveled to take the space. It was bigger than the tube he’d been hiding in with Tori, but the starkness of the muddy-gray walls and the single bench running along one wall made him long for the cramped quarters. And for her.

      He didn’t regret pushing her out of the vent and confronting the bounty hunter who’d been following them. He might have gotten the better of the smaller male, if the grate hadn’t collapsed from both of their weight and dumped them on top of several more crew members, none who’d been happy to have a Dothvek land on top of them.

      At least she was safe. He didn’t mind taking a few punches, but he’d suspected they would have done more than hit Tori, and the thought made his stomach turn. He would never let that happen.

      “This guy isn’t going anywhere,” one of the aliens said, as they shuffled off, letting the circular door spiral open and close again behind them.

      He suspected they were right. He sat down hard on the bench, touching a hand to his tender ribs as he stretched out. His muscles welcomed the stretch, even though it hurt when he tried to take deep breaths.

      “Cowards,” he muttered, as he remembered being held in place while the bounty hunters took turns striking him with their fists. Now he understood even more why Tori wanted to take revenge on the dishonorable crew. He would take even greater pleasure in helping her exact her vengeance.

      It had been a few days since he’d had a decent sleep, and he let his eyes close, the comforting thought of revenge and the hum of the invisible thing they’d called a force field lulling him to sleep. He preferred feeling the heat of his planet’s two suns to the stale, cold air of the ship, but he was too overwhelmed with exhaustion to care much, as he pillowed an arm under his head.

      “So this is what you do when I’m not around?”

      He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out, but he slowly opened his eyes to see Tori standing outside the room, her hands on her hips. The buzz was gone, and he no longer saw a ripple of blue energy pulsing across the opening.

      Holding a hand to his side, he stood, his gaze darting to the sealed circular entrance. “You should not be here.”

      She looked at his bare stomach, and her eyes widened slightly. “They beat you.”

      “It was nothing.” He took a step toward her. “You should not be here.”

      She tapped one foot on the floor. “Maybe not, but you shouldn’t have dropped me out of the air duct and left.”

      This female was so stubborn it made his head hurt. “I didn’t want them to find both of us. This way, at least, you are still free.”

      “I still didn’t like it.”

      “Would you have preferred being taken by these males?” he asked, his voice sharper than he intended. “I do not think they would have left you alone in a cell.”

      She pressed her lips together. “You shouldn’t be in here long. We aren’t far from Kurril. I can’t break you out, though. They’ll only find you again, and they’ll know you have an accomplice.”

      “I did not ask you to break me out,” he said, gesturing to the bench. “I was enjoying a nice sleep when you woke me up.”

      She strode forward, her eyes blazing. “Well, excuse me for wanting to make sure they didn’t kill you.” She slapped his midsection.

      He flinched. “I’m not sure if I’m more in danger from them, or from you.”

      “Shit.” She put a hand to the bruises that were blooming across his abdomen. “They really worked you, didn’t they?”

      Vrax rested his hand on top of hers, enjoying the feel of her smaller fingers underneath his. “I am a Dothvek warrior. I will be fine.”

      She tipped her head up, and he saw that her pupils had darkened. “You keep saving me, but you also keep forgetting that I never asked you to.”

      “I know. You keep forgetting to thank me.”

      She exhaled, shaking her head. “You’re an arrogant ass.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t know why I came here.” Her voice no longer held its usual sharp edge. “You’re determined to be some macho hero and get yourself killed.”

      He rubbed his thumb over the top of her hand, savoring the soft warmth of her skin.

      She bit her lower lip and then jerked her hand away, stepping back quickly. “I should go.”

      “The captain plans to sell me in a slave market,” he said, as she took long strides back to the console, her fingers hovering above the surface.

      She looked at him as the blue light lowered over the opening. “Shit.” She blew out a breath. “Well, I guess that means I need to force him to land even sooner, or I get to break you out of a slave market. Unless you happen to have enough credits for me to buy you.”

      He cocked his head to one side. “You would buy me?”

      “Don’t get all excited, pretty boy.” Tori said, walking to the force field. “I’d only be doing it to save your ass. I’d rather make it worth Mourad’s while to land somewhere that doesn’t have a slave market. Not that I don’t mind a good fight.”

      He thought about her in battle, her eyes wild and her hair flying as she slashed at her opponents. His cock stirred and he tried to ignore it. “How do you plan to force Mourad to land even sooner? You already depleted his water.”

      “I’m not sure,” she said, “but be ready for anything.”
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      Mourad slammed his fist into the armrest of his captain’s chair, and the entire ship seemed to tremble. “I want to know why my crew hasn’t fixed our gravitational system yet.”

      One of the crew members—a squat creature with stringy, black hair who served as the engineer—touched the bruises on his arm. “If you’ll notice, Captain, the gravity is working now.” He swept his arms wide to indicate the bridge where several bounty hunters stood at dingy, steel consoles that faced a wide view screen overlooking space.

      Mourad swiveled in his chair to reveal a swollen knot above one eye that was a sickly shade of yellow. “But you don’t know why, do you? And it’s been going in and out for hours now. Half the crew needs medical attention from being slammed to the floor after floating in midair.”

      The engineer nodded, keeping his eyes down. “We believe there’s a glitch in the system, sir. We suspect the same glitch vented our water into space.”

      Mourad crossed his arms over his chest. “You don’t think it has anything to do with our stowaway?”

      A hurried shake of the head. “The barbarian? He’s never seen a spaceship before. He wouldn’t know how to work any of our controls. Plus, he’s been in custody since the gravitational issues started. He’s got a few bruises, himself.”

      Mourad grunted. “I’ll be glad to offload him. At least I can recoup some of the credits we lost from that dead bounty.”

      “We’re still heading for Kurril?”

      “If we can make it there. It’s the closest planet with a slave market and a decent number of pleasure houses and fighting rings.” Mourad hefted himself up and began pacing across the bridge. “The crew needs to let off some steam before we go after another bounty.”

      “And the next one won’t be so easy,” the engineer said.

      Mourad stopped pacing and looked up. “What?”

      “Without those bounty hunter bitches to follow.” The greasy-headed man grinned, then his smile faded as he realized what he’d said. “Not that we couldn’t have found the bounties without them.”

      Mourad’s jaundiced face became a patchwork of pink, but before he could reach the trembling engineer, his feet left the floor and he began floating toward the view screen. “I thought you said it was working!”

      “It was,” the engineer said, as he hung upside down, flailing his arms in circles in an attempt to right himself.

      “One more incident, and I’m putting someone out the airlock,” Mourad bellowed, as he bounced off the ceiling.

      “Yes, Captain.” The engineer paddled his arms like he was swimming as he attempted to leave the bridge, but he ended up somersaulting out the sliding metal door.

      Tori slunk back away from the grate overlooking the bridge, trying not to laugh. She’d fastened weights to her arms and legs so she wouldn’t float when the gravity turned off and on, so she was the only person on board who wasn’t covered in bumps and bruises. She still felt the odd weightless sensation, though, and the bits of her hair not pinned down floated up over her head. After so many gravity flips, her stomach wasn’t feeling too hot, either.

      It hadn’t been hard to mess with the gravity—another trick she’d learned from Holly that involved switching a few wires and doing some basic reprogramming—and the results had been well worth the risk she’d taken sneaking into the control room again. This time, she’d had to crawl into a tube and remove a panel, but she’d gotten lucky and no one had spotted her coming or going. She’d even been able to get back into the ventilation ducts and move throughout the ship again, spying on Mourad and enjoying every time he crashed back to the ground.

      Even though Mourad was livid and his engineer might not survive to see another sleep cycle, it still hadn’t been enough. Not yet. They were still on course for Kurril and the slave markets.

      “I guess I’ll have to switch to plan B,” she whispered to herself.

      Not the she had a fully formed plan B, yet. She’d barely come up with plan A. Strategy wasn’t her strong suit. That was all Danica. The captain devised their plans and the other members of the team contributed ideas, but Tori’s part usually didn’t come until it was time to kick some ass.

      Luckily for her, she remembered all the plans. The gravity trick she took from a mission where she and Holly had snuck aboard a ship before it took off. She’d stood guard while Holly had refigured the gravity controls, getting what at the time was a boring play-by-play narration by the redhead. When she and Danica had boarded the ship in space wearing grav boots, it was a piece of cake to take the bounty since the crew was floating helplessly throughout the ship.

      Thanks for that, Hol, she thought. I guess all those lectures weren’t as useless as I thought they were.

      Her stomach tightened, as she thought of her friend who’d agreed to go with the Cresteks instead of Max. She’d volunteered to be a mate for some alien she’d never even met before. The thought made Tori clench her fists. The first thing she was doing when she got back to the sand planet was busting Holly out. There was no point in her sacrificing herself if Max was gone, anyway.

      She squeezed her eyes shut for a brief moment as she remembered Max, her limp body being tossed aside. She gritted her teeth. But first, she needed to get revenge on Mourad. For Max and her entire crew.

      The gravity flipped and she heard bodies hit metal, enjoying the satisfying crunch of bone on steel, the slap of flesh, and the yelps of pain. She hoped the especially loud crash below her was Mourad hitting something hard.

      She imagined the crew disembarking on Kurril all black-and-blue with broken bones and concussions. She doubted they’d be upright enough to make it to the pleasure houses and fighting rings. That thought made her smile.

      She used the commotion below to move down the air duct, away from the bridge, and toward the back of the ship where they were holding Vrax. It was time to tell him the plan, and she had the entire trek though the ship’s labyrinth of ducts to come up with it.
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      “I forbid it,” Vrax said, his arms crossed tightly and his shoulders squared. His gold skin showed hints of bruising, the skin underneath one side of his dark, tribal, arm tattoos already blooming a soft shade of blue. He’d managed to keep from getting too damaged, probably due to the lack of things in his cell to bump into.

      Tori felt a twinge of guilt that her trick to mess with Mourad and his crew had hurt him, but she reminded herself that she was doing it to save his sorry ass. An ass that looked pretty nice, she thought, as he turned and stalked to the back of his cell, turned, and stomped back to the energy barrier. She wished his muscular legs and tight ass weren’t covered in snug leather that left little to the imagination. The last thing she needed was to be imagining him without those pants.

      She folded her own arms across her chest and stared him down, willing her eyes not to wander south. “You forbid it?” If he weren’t being so serious, she would have burst into laughter. Maybe the barbarian forgot that he was being held prisoner behind a force field, and really didn’t have any say in what she did.

      “I won’t let you risk yourself to save me.” His face was set in a scowl. “Or risk your mission.”

      A part of her respected his self-sacrifice for the greater good, but the other part wanted to kick him in the balls for being such a stubborn pain in her ass. She fought the urge to yell some sense into him, since she didn’t want to attract unwanted attention.

      The brig might be deserted, but she knew the crew wasn’t far away. Probably lying around nursing their fresh wounds, she thought with some amount of pride. The crew had clearly decided that watching Vrax wasn’t as much of a priority, which had given her the opportunity to sneak in.

      She knew she didn’t have much time before the gravity flipped again, and she wanted to be back in the air ducts when that happened. She cut her eyes to the round, metal door, hoping she wouldn’t see it spiral open.

      “I’m not risking the mission,” she said. “If I don’t get you away from these bastards before they sell you to some slaver, I’m going to be stuck stealing their ship and getting back to your planet solo. As much as I hate to admit it, this is a two-person job.”

      Vrax eyed her as if trying to decide whether to believe her reason or not.

      She ran a hand through her curls, which were wilder than usual due to floating around in zero gravity multiple times. “Trust me. I’d rather not have to deal with you again. It’s been much more comfortable in the air ducts without you taking up all the space. It’s been like a pleasure cruise.”

      One side of his mouth quirked up, and he jerked his head toward the long bench running the length of the compartment. “I will miss having this bench all to myself when I leave.”

      “Yeah? Well, you and your bench won’t have much more time together. We’ll probably reach Kurril soon. Mourad seems dead-set on getting there, no matter what I do. The asshole is even more stubborn than you.”

      “Then I’ll be taken to the slave market?” Vrax asked, his voice steady, but his eyes betraying his worry.

      Tori rocked back on the heels of her boots. “That’s my guess. Mourad wants to get rid of you as fast as he can. He’s hoping you’ll command a high price to make up for losing Max.” Her throat tightened, but she cleared it and continued. “My best play is to ambush them on the way to the market. The Den of Thieves is a pit of criminals and desperate people. Brawls are the norm, and if I can pull enough angry bystanders into the fray, there’s a decent chance we can get away.”

      Vrax straightened his arms, flexing his biceps. “I like any plan that involves a battle.”

      “I thought you might.” One thing she’d learned about the Dothveks, they were excellent warriors. Vrax might drive her to the brink of madness, but the alien could fight like a god.

      “Where will we go once we beat our enemy and escape?” His eyes flashed with excitement, and she could almost feel the energy pulsing from his body.

      Tori glanced around. “Eventually back here so we can hijack the ship, expel any remaining members of Mourad’s crew, and take the ship back to your planet. Luckily, they’ll have refueled and restocked the ship while I’ve been saving your ass. But first, we’ll have to make our way out of Kurril without getting knifed in the back.”

      Vrax lifted one eyebrow. “This Kurril sounds like an interesting place.”

      Tori shuddered, recalling the last time she’d had the misfortune of visiting the Den of Thieves. She’d barely made it out alive, although the aliens who’d attacked her had not been as lucky. “It’s not the place I would have taken you for your first visit off your planet.”

      “If it is so bad, why have you been there?”

      “Not by choice.” Her hands instinctively went to the needle-like sticks hooked on her belt that she often wore in her hair. “I didn’t always belong to a crew that gave me a say in our missions, and Kurril is the place to come if you’re a mercenary ship looking for work. There’s always someone looking for a crew that will break the rules.”

      “You belonged to one of these mercenary crews?” His expression was searching.

      Tori’s face warmed. She wasn’t used to men asking her questions about herself and caring about the answers. “Like I said, not by choice. The only way I could get off the wasteland of the Zevrian home world was by indenturing myself to a mercenary ship.”

      “Indenturing?” he pronounced the word slowly, clearly confused by the translation. No shock that Dothveks didn’t have an equivalent word in their language.

      “They owned me,” she said, looking down. “Until I worked off my debt, which was designed to never happen.”

      Tori felt a rush of anger, her heart racing. She suppressed a growl, shocked by her own reaction. It had been ages since she’d let her past enrage her. Looking at Vrax, she saw that his face was set in a fierce frown.

      He opened his mouth, she suspected to ask another question, but she cut him off with a curt shake of her head. “I got away and found Danica, and now I’m here. End of story.” She let out a breath, releasing her surprising rush of fury. “Just take my word that Kurril isn’t a place we want to stay for long.”

      “You have experienced pain here before.” It was a statement, not a question. “I will make sure no one hurts you this time.”

      She let out a strangled laugh. “Even if I did need your protection, which I don’t, no one gets out of Kurril unscathed.” She took in the big, brawny barbarian. “Not even an ass-kicking Dothvek.”

      Tori only hoped they would get out.
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      Vrax braced himself for another punch, but it didn’t come. As he stumbled back, the bindings around his wrists pulled and cut into his flesh. The pain did not bother him as much as the fact that his hands were behind him, and he could not use them to retaliate against the cowardly attacks.

      “What did I say about damaging my merchandise?” Mourad asked, his booming voice reverberating through the steel corridors of the ship as Vrax was prodded along.

      One of the crew members holding his arms jumped, clearly unaware that the captain had been coming up fast on their heels. “Just making it so he can’t attempt to run, sir.”

      “Where could he run?” Mourad gave a low, mirthless chuckle. “Escaped slaves don’t last long in the Den of Thieves.”

      They’d reached the center of the ship, and Vrax watched as the ramp lowered onto the surface of the planet. He knew he should feel fear, and after what Tori had told him about the planet, he did feel a flutter in his belly. But he wasn’t sure if it was fear of the unknown planet, or anticipation of the battle.

      He was a Dothvek warrior used to training and battle. Sitting in a cell surrounded by cold surfaces and machines had made him restless and eager for any release, even if it was deadly.

      As the ramp crunched against the hard ground, Vrax peered through the brown dust that had been kicked up. He’d never set foot off his home world. Even though this Den of Thieves did not sound like a place he’d want to live, a part of him was curious to see how other species lived.

      “Let’s go.” One of the bounty hunters behind him jabbed him with a blaster.

      Vrax shuffled down the ramp, taking uncertain breaths as he stepped down onto the alien world. Even the air smelled different—damp with a sickly sweet stench that made him wrinkle his nose. It felt different, too, and he felt a pang of longing for the arid heat of the sands. Looking up, he couldn’t see through the haze to know if the planet had any suns, but he suspected they were not blessed with two.

      His bare feet flinched on the cold, dusty stone as they moved across the shipyard, passing vessels that dwarfed the one he’d arrived on. He tried not to gape at the size of some of them, wondering how the massive things ever lifted off.

      A pair of stocky guards with tusks and blasters larger than their arms flanked a high, arched gate made of brown stone. They flicked their eyes to him and the four men leading him.

      “Slave market?” one asked, his voice a series of grunts and snorts.

      “That one will fetch a good price,” the other said. “The fighting rings need some who won’t die so fast. Where’s he from?”

      Mourad strode forward, flipping a metal disc at one. “Is this enough for you to keep your questions to yourself?”

      The guards both eyed the payment, their eyes flaring before they nodded and waved them through.

      Vrax wanted to glance behind him at the ship. Tori was probably still on board, waiting to slip out after the crew had left. He knew she was coming after him, but his stomach clenched as he moved farther away from her. The female may not think she needed his protection, but that did not mean she was right. As soon as he was free, he was going to make sure she did not take any more foolish chances.

      Once they’d passed through the gate and into the city, Vrax could see the maze of streets that extended out and up the hill toward a towering building at the top. Aliens of all description teemed around him, and it was easy to detect that most were outlaws or mercenaries. Vrax could feel the festering swirl of deception, lust, and greed surrounding him, and he tried to block it from his mind before it choked him.

      A loud, undulating wail cut through the air, as a line of females, barely dressed in the sheerest fabrics, were led past them, a heady scent of spices wafting behind them. A tall creature waved them along, snapping his fingers and barking orders. Vrax felt a surge of desire from the males around him.

      Mourad turned, his face florid and a vein throbbing in his neck. “Take him to the slave market without me.” His black eyes glittered with malice. “Don’t even think of keeping any of the money for yourselves. I’ll hear what you got for him.”

      After the captain had barreled after the females, the crew let out dark laughter and muttered comments about the Gorglik emptying his balls into the whores until they couldn’t walk. Vrax knew the bounty hunters were vile creatures, but hearing them speak of females like they were not creatures to cherish and protect made him want to remove their teeth with his fists.

      As they wound their way through the twisting, narrow passageways—the streets turning into alleys that sloped down and then climbed back up, light fighting to reach the dark recesses where creatures slumped in doorways and females stared at him from beneath glittering veils—Vrax became more nervous. He hadn’t seen any sign of Tori. Had she made it off the ship, or had she been found trying to escape? He’d never be able to live with himself if she ended up in the brig, or worse, sold alongside him as a slave.

      Her plan was too dangerous, he thought. One female taking on all these armed males? Even if his arms weren’t tied behind his back, they would be outnumbered. He never should have agreed to it. Not that she gave him a choice. He huffed out a breath. The female never listened to him. It was maddening. He did not know how K’alvek handled his female, who seemed nearly as difficult as Tori.

      Another jab between the shoulder blades propelled him out of an alley and into an open, circular area. The towering structure that had seemed so far away when they’d been standing at the city gate now rose up at the far end, towers protruding from the top, and balconies jutting out to overlook the city. The only thing he’d ever seen close to this were the walls of the Crestek city, and those hadn’t risen half as high.

      Below the imposing structure sat a raised stage—a crowd gathered in front, as aliens were paraded across. Vrax’s fists clenched. This must be the slave market.

      He tasted the bitter tang of bile as he watched a female with pale-blue skin and three breasts have her shirt ripped off her, while the announcer extolled her virtues and her virginity. The bidding went fast and high, and soon she was shuffled off to one side and taken away, weeping.

      Vrax wondered how many of these aliens he could kill once he was free, and his gaze honed in on the rough creature pushing slaves across the stage and exposing them to the crowd below. That squat alien, with his meaty hands and rolls of fat beneath his chin, would be first.

      “Let’s get this done,” one of Mourad’s men said, forcing him forward.

      Vrax scoured the crowd for Tori. Wasn’t the plan to attack before he reached the slave market when they were walking the narrow streets? An attack now would mean taking on who knew how many additional fighters, not to mention the slavers who gathered around the stage. He twisted his hands behind him, but they were still bound tightly.

      The spectators parted as he was moved toward the line of slaves to be auctioned, murmuring their approval at him. He was taller than any of the other slaves up for auction, his head easily rising above, not only the row of slaves, but also the guards and the crowd. If only he wasn’t being restrained with blasters pointed at him, he thought, thinking again how cowardly these weapons were.

      The alien in front of Vrax turned and appraised him. “How big was the guy who caught you?”

      Vrax sized him up as well—not quite at tall as him, dark-green skin, sinewy muscles, hairless, light eyes. He sensed no malice from the alien. “Not as large as his weapon.”

      The alien nodded. “I wish for you a quick death, my friend.”

      Vrax blinked a few times, not knowing what to say.

      “Males like us usually end up in the fighting pits. Sometimes we fight each other. Sometimes we fight starving animals. Sometimes the animals like to feast on living flesh. A quick death is preferable to being eaten alive.”

      Vrax’s heart pounded. Not even the Cresteks engaged in this type of entertainment. His longing for his home world threatened to overwhelm him, but he steeled himself. He was a Dothvek warrior, and he would fight to the end, even if his end came on this goddess-forsaken planet.

      The line moved forward, and soon he watched the alien in front of him being led across the stage as spectators shouted numbers loudly. His head never dropped, but he stole a glance at Vrax before being dragged off the other side. If he’d understood correctly, the buyer had not been with the fighting pits. He hoped this meant the alien who had wished him a swift death was headed for a better fate.

      “Bring up the barbarian,” the squat man on the stage called over, as Vrax was shoved up the stairs.

      He hadn’t anticipated the roaring rage that he felt as he was pushed to the center of the platform and told to turn. The crowd cheered and shouted out numbers as his face burned. When he turned back around, he attempted to look over the leering faces of the crowd.

      At the far end of the open space, he thought he spotted a glint of metal and dark curls. Tori! She was there, and she was pushing her way through the bodies. Then the crowd surged, a group of burly males appeared to block her way, and then she was gone. He searched desperately, his eyes scanning the place where he was sure she’d been. Nothing.

      “Sold,” the announcer shouted, a measure of glee in his voice.

      Vrax had been too preoccupied looking for Tori to hear how high the bidding had gone, or who had bought him. It was just as well he didn’t listen, he thought. If he was heading to the fighting pits to be eaten alive, he’d rather not know.

      As he descended down the rickety stairs, he was greeted by a tall woman with hair so pale it reminded him of the suns when they burned white. She wore black, her long tresses a startling contrast to the form-fitting outfit that looked almost sculpted to her body and was mostly hidden under a long cloak. The smile she gave him didn’t reach her eyes.

      “Yes,” she said, running a hand across his bare chest and back as she walked around him. “I think you’ll be worth every last credit.”

      Vrax shivered, her touch making him go cold. He could sense that the female was powerful, and that she got whatever she wanted. And she wanted him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Tori cursed as she ran through the city, dodging beggars with bony hands extended, and street performers swirling around, their colorful dresses belling out around their legs. The plan had been to follow Vrax off the ship, but she couldn’t very well drop down from the ducts while so many of the crew were milling about. She guessed injuring the crew badly enough that they preferred to stay on board instead of visiting the canteens might not have been the best idea.

      She’d had to wait until everyone had either gone back to their racks or made their way off the ship before slipping out unnoticed and falling in behind an arriving mercenary crew from V’deen. The guards didn’t even glance her way as the she passed through the gates behind a particularly large mercenary with green hair to his waist. Once they’d cleared the gates, she’d peeled off and started running.

      Even though she couldn’t see Vrax and the bounty hunters with him, she knew where they were headed. Her heart hammered in her chest as she thought about the slave market. It was where the scum of the sector came looking for creatures they deemed expendable. She doubted many of the slaves put on the block today would survive for long in their new lives.

      She wished she had the fire power to blow a place like the Den of Thieves off the map, or at least take out the slave market. She’d had no reason to return to Kurril since she’d joined Danica’s crew, and seeing the miserable hell-hole again brought back memories she wished she could bury for good.

      Pumping her arms, she pushed through the cramp in her side as the streets began to slant upward. She couldn’t be far now, and no way had Vrax moved as fast. If he was smart, he’d gone as slow as possible without attracting his captors’ ire.

      Thinking about Vrax, she groaned. The Dothvek was impulsive and brave, but smart and strategic? She leapt over a pile of refuse scattered across the paving stones of a narrow alley, her heel slipping and almost sending her sprawling. She grabbed a heavyset man for balance.

      “Watch it,” he yelled, as she stumbled away.

      The tight streets became more crowded, and she knew she was nearing the market. She pushed her way through a slow-moving group of well-dressed women, ignoring their spluttered protests, and burst out into the open area.

      It took her mere seconds to see that the setup was exactly like she remembered. The stage underneath the imposing building and the crowds of onlookers and buyers gathered around. She scanned the heads and quickly found Vrax to one side of the stage. His long, dark hair was easy to spot, since he was at least a head taller than every other alien.

      Tori’s breath caught in her throat as she looked at his profile, his jaw clenched and his full lips pressed into a tight line. She knew she should be completely focused on saving his ass, but she was struck by how hot he was when he was angry. She felt a pulse of heat between her legs.

      Not helping, she thought.

      The alien in front of Vrax was led onto the stage, and he was moved onto the stairs. So much for getting him before he was sold. That plan was officially shot to hell.

      “Come on, Tori,” she whispered to herself. “Plan B. There’s always a backup plan.”

      She didn’t have any credits, so she couldn’t buy him, although she would have loved to have seen the expression on his face when she told him he was her property. So much for that.

      Moving toward the stage, she cast her gaze at the guards flanking both sides. They were armed, as were the thugs milling around the outskirts of the crowd. She was a skilled fighter, but not good enough to beat them singlehandedly.

      Tori saw that Vrax now stood on the stage, and her heart squeezed at the sight of him being ogled. She heard women cat-calling as he was forced to slowly turn around. She didn’t know what she could do, but she had to try something.

      Pushing through the crush of people toward him, she only stopped when she slammed into a broad back and looked up.

      Shit. The alien who pivoted to look down at her did not seem amused, and he did not look like the ‘forgive and forget’ type. No one in the crowd did.

      “Look what we got here,” he said, and the two aliens on either side of him turned. They were both as beefy and menacing as him.

      Double shit. She had a moment to decide whether to back down or go on the offensive. Since it was Kurril, she decided not to back down. Anyone who came to watch slaves being bought and sold would see any apology as a sign of weakness.

      In a single swift motion, she lowered herself into a fighting stance and whipped the steel sticks from her hair, twirling them around until they were poised to strike. “You want to step aside?”

      She heard cheering and suspected that meant Vrax had just been sold off to the highest bidder. She didn’t let her gaze falter as she glared at the aliens blocking her way.

      “Those are pretty pins you got, girlie. Won’t do you much good against this.” He reached for a blaster, but his movements were sluggish. She darted her stick at his hand so quickly, it took him a moment to realize blood was spurting from it.

      Clutching his wounded hand, he howled. His friends looked over at him, startled to see blood splattering the ground. It didn’t seem that any of the trio were fast on the uptake. Tori dodged around them as the crowd shifted away from the screaming—and now bleeding—alien.

      She kept moving, jumping up to look over the heads toward the stage. Vrax had been moved off and the next slave had taken his place. She couldn’t see much around the stage, but she could no longer pick out his distinct hair. When she finally made it to the area where the slaves were taken by their new owners, Vrax was gone.

      How had he left so quickly, and who had bought him? She knew there were a few fates for slaves sold on Kurril, and none of them were good.

      Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the three aliens she’d pissed off. They were looking over the crowd, and she knew they were searching for her. Just great. She’d lost Vrax, and she had a bunch of assholes after her. What else was new?

      Her gaze fell on the alien who’d been sold right before Vrax. He stood over to one side, a heavy-set man holding his chains and counting out some sort of alien currency she’d never seen, the coins square and shiny.

      Tori sidled up to the captive, feeling a wave of pity for him. “Hey,” she whispered.

      He started at her voice, glancing at his new owner before looking at her.

      “You didn’t happen to see where the guy after you went, did you? The one with the bare chest and the marks around his—?”

      “He was led away by a woman with almost-white hair,” the alien whispered back out of one side of his mouth.

      “A woman?” It didn’t sound like he was headed to the fighting rings or life on a mercenary ship.

      He nodded so slightly she almost missed it.

      She met his eyes, her gut clenching at the fear she saw in them. “Thank you.” She looked down at his wrist irons. “I’m sorry.”

      “I hope you save him,” the alien said, before being jerked away.

      Tori realized her hands were shaking, and she wiped them down the front of her pants. A woman with white hair. She needed to find a woman with white hair. Or almost white, whatever that meant. How hard could that be?

      Skirting around a cluster of slaves being herded into a cart, she spotted a boy with bare feet and a dirt-stained face. He was moving between people, his small hand darting into pouches and pockets so expertly she almost laughed.

      If anyone knew what went on in the Den of Thieves, it would be someone like this boy. She suspected he was an expert in watching and listening, and he was just the person she needed.

      Hooking her sticks back on her belt, Tori followed him until he’d reached the edge of the open courtyard. Then she grabbed him by the waist and clamped a hand over his mouth, ducking down an alleyway as he wriggled and attempted to bite her.

      Once she’d gotten far enough away from the crowds that no one would hear him, she removed her hand from his mouth.

      The boy craned his neck to peer up at her. “You’re not an enforcer.”

      “No, but I saw you lighten the pockets of a lot of nasty folks out there who might want to show you how they feel about thieves.”

      He shrugged, clearly unimpressed with her argument. “Everyone here’s a crook.”

      He had a point. “Then how about this? I need you to give me some information.”

      His brown eyes narrowed slightly. “You paying?”

      “Sure,” she lied. “I’m paying. Now I need to know who the woman is with white hair who bought my friend.”

      His eyes widened. “You’re friends with that big guy? The one who’s all gold, with the marks around his arms?”

      “Yeah.” ‘Friends’ was close enough. “Now, do you know who bought him?”

      He shook his head slowly. “Your friend is gonna wish he got thrown in the fighting pits.”

      “What?” She set him on the ground. “Why? Who is she?”

      “Meridia.” He lowered his voice and looked over his shoulder. “She runs one of the houses.”

      “Houses?”

      The boy sighed, as if she were a simpleton. “You know.” He waggled an eyebrow. “Houses where you go if you want…”

      “Oh! Pleasure houses?” That didn’t sound so bad. Better than the fighting pits, at least.

      He bobbed his head up and down, his grimy cheeks coloring. “Except everyone knows Meridia likes it dark.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Another shrug. “It’s what I hear. You go to Meridia’s place if you want to do bad things to someone, or if you like bad things to be done to you. She’s got to keep buying new workers ’cause no one lasts real long doing what she makes them do.”

      Tori put a hand to the rough stone wall of the nearest building. She knew Vrax would rather die in the fighting pits than be subjected to whatever sexual torture this Meridia had in mind for him.

      “You know where Meridia’s house is?” she asked.

      The boy gave a low whistle. “He must be a real good friend of yours. If you get caught trying to get him out, she’ll keep you, too.”

      A little voice reminded her that she could leave, escape from Kurril, and make her way back to her crew. She rejected the thought almost the instant she had it. She might be a lot of things, but she was never a coward. And she never left a fellow warrior behind. As much of an obnoxious ass as Vrax was, she also knew he’d never leave her if the positions were reversed. “Then I won’t get caught.”

      The boy studied her for a moment then waved his hand for her to follow him. “I’ll take you there, and I won’t even charge you extra.”

      “Thanks.” Tori hurried along behind the kid as they weaved their way deeper into the city.

      “Your friend looks like he’s some kind of god.”

      Tori wasn’t so sure about that, although she guessed to the kid he must look pretty impressive.

      “He doesn’t belong here,” the boy added.

      “You’re right about that,” Tori said, as they made a series of turns that made her feel like they were going in circles. “We’re trying to get back to his planet.”

      The boy paused in front of an alabaster building with no windows, and huge black doors. “This is it.” He took a breath. “Listen, I know you don’t have any money. I already tried to pick your pocket in the crowd.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “So why’d you help me?”

      “Dunno.” He grinned at her as he moved off down the street. “You looked like the kind of person who might be good for a favor one day.”

      Tori watched him go, shaking her head, then turned back to the house. Her chest constricted. Vrax was in there somewhere, and she needed to get him out.
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      Vrax rolled his head to one side. The bench didn’t feel as cold as usual, but his head ached. He tried to move his arms, but his wrists pinched when he pulled at them.

      Forcing himself to open his eyes, he was surprised not to see the dim light of his cell buzzing overhead. Instead, candles flickered all over the room, and he realized he definitely wasn’t in his cell on the bounty-hunter ship.

      No, this room was much larger, with black walls instead of metal. Sconces holding ivory candles ran the perimeter of the space, but they were not made of any substance that dripped or melted. The warm light cast shadows that bounced across the walls, and Vrax could see that woven rugs covered the floor, and a large bed with tall posts stretched across one wall. Even from where he was, he could see the sheen of the silky, black fabrics covering the bed, and the fluffy, white fur draped across the foot.

      So if the bed was over there, what was he lying on? He lifted his throbbing head enough to peer down at himself. He still wore his pants—that was good—but his arms and legs appeared to be strapped to a platform of some kind. He tugged at the restraints and the table shook, but the straps didn’t budge. At least he wasn’t chained, he thought. And at least he was alone.

      He could hear the faint sound of music coming from outside the room and the rise and fall of voices, punctuated by the occasional scream. Where was he?

      Vrax tried to remember how he’d gotten there, but his mind felt fuzzy and the images were muddled. He swallowed, but his throat felt thick and his tongue heavy. He’d felt a little bit like this when he drank too much fermented wine, although he couldn’t imagine how much he’d been given to feel this groggy.

      The last thing he recalled was being at the slave market. He’d watched the alien in front of him be taken off the stage, and then he’d been pushed on. There had been yelling and whistling, and he’d thought he saw Tori before he was led off and handed off to a female.

      His chest tightened. The female with the hair that was almost no color and the eyes that were hard and glittering. He cast his gaze around the room again, relieved for a reason he couldn’t quite explain to himself that she wasn’t there.

      She’d been the one to buy him, to pay the large amount he’d sold for on the auction block. He’d been sure he would go to the fighting pits, but he had been wrong. He’d come here. Wherever here was.

      Vrax breathed in the cloying scent of perfumed oil, the sweetness mixed with the warmth of the candles making his stomach churn. He needed to get out. Despite the sumptuous surroundings, he could sense the danger in the place. And the fear.

      He jerked again at his bindings. They were a cloth of some kind, and they seemed to tighten each time he tugged at them. He rolled his body on the platform. Maybe he’d have better luck breaking that, as long as it wasn’t steel. He felt the grooves pressing into his back, and guessed that meant it was made of planks of some kind. If he was lucky, wood.

      He threw all his weight in one direction, and felt the table groan but hold tight. It was a start. He lurched in the other direction. Another groan, but he wasn’t able to get the legs to lift off the floor. He let out an impatient sigh.

      “I’m impressed.” The smooth voice behind him made the breath catch in his throat. “Most don’t even think about trying to take down the entire table.”

      He lay motionless as the woman walked into view. She’d removed the black cape, and he could now see the snug, black pants encasing her long legs, and the top that laced up, pushing her breasts up so they nearly spilled out. Her hair looked more gold than white in the candlelight, but her eyes were not warmed by the glow.

      She ran a single fingertip from his wrist all the way down his arm, lingering on the markings that ringed his bicep and making a humming noise in the back of her throat before continuing down his chest. She stopped when she reached the vee of ridges below his stomach, and arched an eyebrow. “I’ve also never seen these before.”

      Vrax had been holding his breath, trying not to physically react to her touch. He had a hard time reading much off her except her desire, although it did not come to him as fiery heat, but as cold need. He suppressed a shudder.

      “What are you?” she asked. “I’ve had all kinds of delicious aliens come through my house, and I’ve never seen one like you before.”

      “I am Dothvek.”

      She tilted her head, making another small noise of delight. “Dothvek. Even the name sounds so primitive. Do your people travel among the planets?”

      He pressed his lips together. He did not want to tell this creature about his people.

      She leaned over him so that the top of her breasts brushed his bare chest. “Playing coy? That’s fine. We have all the time in the world to get to know each other.” She gave him a predatory smile and straightened. “I’m Meridia, your hostess.”

      He suspected that hostess was not the right word, considering that his arms and legs were bound.

      She continued walking down the length of his body, tracing her finger down his hip bone and his leg until she reached his bare foot. She stood at the end of the table, holding one foot in each hand and dragging her fingernail slowly from the ball to the heel.

      “As you might have guessed, you’re in a house of pleasure. The most illustrious house of pleasure in all of Kurril. My clients come from all over the galaxy to experience things they can’t find anywhere else. I provide the exotic, the unusual, the extreme sensations of pleasure and pain.” She stretched her arms out, one on each of his thighs and squeezed. “The moment I saw you, I knew I had to have you. Everything about you looks dominant and dark.”

      She crawled up onto the end of the table, and he realized for the first time that it was bolted to the floor. His fixed his gaze to the ceiling as she crept up his body, her own rubbing against him as she moved.

      “You’re so big and powerful,” she said, her voice a purr. “I’m sure you could snap me in two if you weren’t tied down, couldn’t you? But that’s the fun, isn’t it?” She straddled him, grinding herself into his cock and letting out a moan. “Controlling this much power and strength.”

      Vrax did not want to react, clenching his jaw to keep his body from responding as she moved on top of him. As much as he tried to think of anything else, his body betrayed him. His cock hardened, reacting to her steady strokes as if she wasn’t a terrifying female who had him tied up.

      “That’s better,” she said, shifting herself down to rub him with her hands and gasping slightly. “I had no idea how much better.”

      As much as he did not want this female, he felt almost powerless beneath her. Anger simmered inside him, his heart pounding. He tried to focus on how he could get away, but her fingers were slipping underneath the top of his pants.

      “Do not,” he warned.

      Her fingers stilled and she laughed, low and throaty. “Is that a threat?” She dipped her fingers farther. “How do you plan to stop me? From what I can tell, you don’t entirely mind, do you?”

      He growled and jerked his body up, making her grasp the sides of the table to keep from flying off. “I am not yours to take.”

      Her smile faltered for a moment as she righted herself. “But you are mine. I paid for you. Your body and your life belong to me, now. I can do anything I want with you. I can be nice.”  She bent over him and closed her teeth over one nipple, giving it a sharp bite. “Or not.”

      He clenched his hands into fists, ignoring the pain. He did not know if provoking her would douse her desire or enflame it. As she sat back up, her eyes blazing, he felt pretty sure that inflicting pain did nothing but arouse her more.

      He tilted his head up and stared at the dark ceiling, the light dancing across it, and tried to take his mind away. He imagined the wide open sands, the heat of the suns on his back and the shimmering powder warming the soles of his feet. He pictured himself running across the dunes, his legs kicking up sand behind him. And Tori.

      She was running beside him, her mane of curls flying behind her and her face set in determination as she tried to push herself to keep up with his longer strides. Her well-muscled arms pumped hard, but her smaller body was no match for him. He remembered that body nestled against his as he kept her warm on the bounty hunter ship, his head resting on her soft hair, and her eyes dark when he touched her.

      “I knew you could not resist me for long.” Meridia’s voice cut through his memories, bringing him crashing back to the room and the table and her hands on him.

      Thinking about Tori had been a mistake. Not only was his cock hard and throbbing, but his heart now ached at the thought that he might not see her again. How long would she search for him before she left the planet? How would she get inside this sexual prison even if she did find him? He knew Tori was resourceful, but she was one female in a dangerous city. His stomach tightened, and he sent up a silent prayer to the goddesses to keep her safe.

      “I think I’ve been patient enough, don’t you?” Meridia asked, a sharp edge to her voice as she gave a hard tug and pulled his pants down to expose his cock.

      Vrax jerked his body again in attempt to send her flying, but she grasped his bare hips and dug her fingernails into his hard flesh.

      “As long as you keep moving like that when I’m riding you, barbarian,” she said, laughing.

      He wanted to scream as he felt her hands on his cock, but he knew it would do no good. He knew from the little he’d heard that screams were nothing unusual in her house. No one was coming to save him, and she would only enjoy his anguish. He would not give her the satisfaction.

      Vrax squeezed his eyes shut, trying to ignore the sensations and think of anything to make his cock not hard. But the more he tried to put Tori from his mind, the more she filled it. Then he even heard her voice.

      “Get off him, you bitch.”

      Meridia froze on top of him. Vrax opened his eyes and saw her head snap to the doorway. He arched his head back, relief and irritation flooding him.

      Tori stood silhouetted in the doorway, her metal sticks in her hands and her expression murderous. He’d never been as happy to see anyone before or as angry.

      Her rage and relief was palpable, and he could almost feel her body shaking from across the room. “I said, get your hands off him.”

      “I don’t know who you are,” Meridia said, her voice calm as she released her grip on his cock. “But you just signed your own death warrant.”

      Tori grinned and raised one of her needle-like sticks over her head. “I don’t think so.”
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      Tori didn’t take her eyes off the woman who was sitting astride Vrax. She’d released his cock, and Tori had to work hard not to let her gaze drop to it. She also had to work to keep her rage at a controlled boil since she saw that the Dothvek’s huge cock was standing up ramrod straight from his body.

      Was this what he liked? Being tied up? She saw him struggling with the bindings holding his hands and feet in place, and guessed maybe he didn’t.

      The woman with the long, white-blonde hair was sliding off the table, holding her hands up. “You don’t think you’re really going to get out of here alive, do you?”

      Tori watched her, never relaxing her fighting stance. She was ready to flick her sticks at a moment’s notice, and the first one was aimed straight between the bitch’s eyes.

      “I know we have a better chance of surviving than you do,” she said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. She’d managed to eliminate the guards downstairs, and had locked everyone else in their rooms—thanks to the psycho who’d equipped all the rooms to locked from the outside—but she didn’t know what other backup security the place had, or what she was dealing with when it came to Meridia.

      The alien madam didn’t look especially dangerous. She looked more like a dominatrix than anything else, but Tori didn’t see any weapons nearby, or even any torture devices. After what the street kid had told her, she’d felt sure she’d have seen whips and shackles.

      “So it’s we, is it?” Meridia asked, her gaze dropping to Vrax. “You think you have some claim on this alien?”

      Tori wanted to snap back that she had no claim on him, but she didn’t think that would help. If it was true she had no claim on him, then why did it feel like a punch to the gut when she’d seen the woman touching him? Why did it make her want to tear the bitch’s hair out of her pretty little head? If she was being honest, what she really wanted to do after walking in and seeing Meridia straddling him and fisting his cock was turn on her heel and leave.

      “Yes,” Vrax said. “She has a claim on me.”

      Tori looked at him, hoping her face didn’t show her surprise. “That’s right. And I don’t like anyone touching my man.” She almost choked on the words, hoping they didn’t sound as ridiculous to the woman as they did to her.

      Meridia looked between the two before smiling and putting her hand on his arm. “I take it you like your females as ferocious as you. That’s good. I could use a female warrior in my stable.” She tapped a finger to her chin. “And there are many who would enjoy watching two warriors together. Or would like to join you.”

      Tori felt a rush of heat between her legs at the thought of being with Vrax then almost instantly went cold at the idea of being watched or joined by Meridia’s clients.

      Now it was Tori’s turn to grin. “I would never join your stable.” She spit out the last word.

      “You say that as if you have a choice,” Meridia said, fluttering her eyelashes, then darting her gaze at the weapons in Tori’s hands.

      Before she could realize what was happening, the sharp sticks flew out of her hands, clattering against the far wall and falling to the floor. Tori glanced at her own hands, as if they’d somehow thrown the weapons without her knowledge. What the hell?

      Meridia gave quick look toward the door behind Tori, and it slammed shut. She spun and tugged on the handle, which held tight.

      Turning around, she narrowed her eyes at the creature standing next to Vrax. She’d heard of some alien species who could move things with their minds, but she’d never encountered anyone who possessed the trait. She guessed it was pretty rare. At least now she knew why everyone was scared of Meridia and how she could keep such a stranglehold on her workers, although it would have been nice if the street urchin had mentioned that the madam was telekinetic.

      “Now you understand?” Meridia asked, her tone light, as if they were discussing the weather.

      “I understand you’re a witch,” Tori growled, moving closer to Vrax. Maybe if she could free him, the two of them together would stand a better chance against the alien.

      The closer she got, the more she could feel his anger, and she wanted to tell him to knock it off. She knew Dothveks were empathic, and that Danica and her new Dothvek mate could sense what each other was feeling. To be honest, she thought the whole thing was creepy, and she did not need to deal with his rage and hers.

      “The more I think about it,” Meridia said. “The more I’m warming to the idea of you two working as a team. Not only would I love to see you two fuck each other’s brains out, I know my clients will pay handsomely to take a turn.”

      “No one touches her,” Vrax said, his voice such a low rumble Tori almost didn’t hear him.

      This crap again? She wanted to remind him that she wasn’t his to protect, not that he was in any position to protect anyone. The guy was still strapped to a table with his pants down.

      Meridia’s face lit up. “Protective of her, are we? How charming.” She drummed her fingers along her jaw. “That could certainly be part of the show. You get to fight off the other males for mating rights.”

      This was going from bad to worse. Tori scanned the room, searching for anything that could be used as a weapon. Nothing. Not even the candles had actual flames. Shit.

      Meridia let out a soft moan, and Tori looked back at her. Her face seemed transfixed, her eyes half-lidded and her cheeks flushed. What the hell?

      “I had no idea,” Meridia said, her voice high and breathy.

      One glance at Vrax told her what was going on. His eyes were shut, and his hands were clenched. Somehow, he was sending her his thoughts. They must be pretty intense, she thought, as she watched Meridia roll her head back. She fought back a flash of irritation, reminding herself that he was doing this to get them out of there.

      Moving slowly and trying to keep out of the woman’s line of sight, Tori crept to the table and untied Vrax’s hands. He didn’t lower his arms or even indicate that he knew she’d released him, so she moved stealthily to his feet and unfastened those.

      Keeping her gaze firmly fastened on Meridia, whose breathing was now shallow, Tori edged around the room until she retrieved her weapons, tucking them against her forearms.

      She looked back at Vrax and saw that sweat was trickling down his face. She’d never seen him sweat before, not even when it was a boiling hot as they rode across the desert on the galaxy’s least-graceful animals. Was he frying his brain to save them?

      “Stop,” she said, rushing over and putting a hand on his chest.

      His entire body seemed to give out, his head lolling to the side. Meridia seemed to snap out of it, too, swaying in place as she blinked a few times.

      “You’re more talented than I ever imagined,” she said, her dazed eyes finally focusing on the motionless figure of Vrax.

      “He’s not the only one,” Tori said, flipping one of her needle-like weapons around and firing it at the woman.

      Meridia’s pupils widened for the briefest of moments before the sharp point punctured her forehead, and she dropped to the floor with a muffled thud. Instantly, the candles flared and the heavy door clicked open.

      Tori leaned against the table and heaved in a breath, letting her eyes close for a moment.

      “Are you unhurt?”

      Vrax’s hoarse voice made her glance up. She met his eyes and tried to smile. “Fine. You?”

      He lowered his arms, and she looked away while he tugged up his pants. She didn’t even want to think about the fact that his cock had raised rings going down the length of it.

      “Unharmed, aside from the pain in my head,” he said, sitting up and looking the crumpled body on the floor.

      “Yeah, there’s a lot of that going around.”

      Vrax raised an eyebrow at her, the corner of his mouth twitching. “Ready to get out of here?”

      She walked around and removed her weapon from the dead alien, wiping off the blood on her pants. “Now I am.”

      They moved through the house quietly, Tori leading the way and unlocking doors as they went down each flight of stairs. She didn’t know if the workers inside would leave, but at least she was giving them that chance. It couldn’t be long before someone discovered Meridia’s body, although she hoped it wasn’t before they’d put some distance between them and the scene of the crime.

      One good thing about the Den of Thieves, though. Murder wasn’t something that raised too many eyebrows. Just about everyone on Kurril had it coming.

      Vrax stepped over the guards at the bottom of the stairs as Tori pushed open the door. She poked her head out, looking both ways down the quiet street, now even quieter since night had fallen.

      “All clear,” she whispered, waving for him to follow her.

      They ran down the paved stone streets, her feet pounding. After what had happened, she felt like hitting someone, so she ran even faster.

      When she turned down an alleyway, he grabbed her arm, but she shook him off.

      “Tori.” He reached for her again, this time stopping her and spinning her around. “You are not okay.”

      She sucked in a breath as she looked up at him. “Of course I’m not okay. I had to watch you mind fuck that witch.” Her voice sounded shrill, but she didn’t stop. “And that was after I walked in to see her practically riding you, with her hand around your cock.”

      “You think I wanted any of that?” he asked, grabbing her by the shoulders.

      “It didn’t look to me like your cock minded all that much,” she said. “Maybe I shouldn’t have bothered to risk my life and rescue you. Maybe that blondie is what you like. Maybe you really wanted to fuck her.”

      His eyes burned molten as he stared down at her. “I didn’t want to fuck her. I only want to fuck you.”

      Tori felt like all the air had left her body, and her arms felt scorched where he touched her. Without thinking, she dragged her hands through his hair and jerked his mouth to hers.
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      Desire ignited in his core as she kissed him hard, and he moved his hands from her arms to the small of her back as he pulled her body flush against his. Despite how muscular she was, she still felt soft beneath his hands, as they roamed down her back to grasp her ass.

      He parted her lips with his tongue as he lifted her by the ass, exploring her mouth as she wrapped her legs around his waist. The sharp points of her teeth made him flinch, but the mixture of pleasure and pain only fueled his fire. She squeezed her legs tight, and he let out a primal growl in response, pressing her back to the nearest wall.

      There would be no going slow. He needed to claim her hard, his desire for her firing his blood.

      She tangled one hand in his hair and yanked his head back, tearing her mouth from his. She slapped him hard, her hand leaving a scorch mark of heat on his cheek.

      “That’s for getting hard for her.”

      Her slap merely made him need her more, the anger and jealousy pulsing through her causing his heart to beat faster and his cock to throb. He buried a hand in her hair and pulled her mouth back to him, their tongues fighting.

      She pulled back, moving her lips down his neck, biting at his flesh until she reached his earlobe. When she growled, tremors arrowed down his spine and his cock ached.

      “I need you to take you hard,” he said.

      Her only response was another growl and a furtive nod as she sucked on his earlobe, nipping it sharply and making his knees almost buckle. Pressing her into the wall, he slid his hands from her ass up to her breasts, cupping both of them through her shirt. She moaned and rocked into him, rubbing his cock with her body. He ground his hips into her as her breath came out in desperate gasps.

      “Now,” she said, her words hot and urgent in his ear. “I need your cock in me now.”

      She dropped her legs, and he spun her so that she faced the wall. Even though the alley was dark, he glanced around to be sure they were alone. Not that he thought they would have stopped. At this point, he didn’t care if every criminal in the Den of Thieves was watching. He shoved his pants down, releasing his impatient cock.

      He lowered his head as he hooked his thumbs in the waistband of her pants. “You are sure?”

      She twisted her head so that her gaze met his, her eyes flashing with fire. “If you don’t fuck me right now, I swear to—”

      Before she could finish her threat, he ripped her pants down over her hips, angled her hips up, and thrust his cock into her tight heat.

      Her hands splayed across the stone wall as she fought for breath, and he held himself inside her, feeling her stretch for him. Sons of the goddesses, she was so tight. His eyes almost rolled up into the back of his head from the scorching pleasure.

      Glancing down, he saw the outline of her round ass cheek in the dim moonlight. He pulled out slightly and slapped it, the flesh quivering beneath his palm. She yelped and tried to spin around, but he thrust his cock deep. “That’s for letting me get sold to that witch.”

      He felt a rush of her pleasure and regret. He covered her body with his, placing one hand over hers on the wall and entwining their fingers. Being inside her made it easier for him to sense her emotions, and he let her desire wash over him. He wrapped his free hand around her, slipping it between her slick folds until he found the swollen nub he’d heard so much about. As soon as he began swirling his finger around it, she arched back into him, hooking her one free hand around his neck.

      As she swiveled her hips and let out throaty moans, he dragged his cock out of her and then plunged it back in.

      “So that’s what those rings feel like,” she said, between gasps.

      He pumped in hard again, dipping his head so his lips buzzed against her ear. “Do you like them?”

      “Mmhmm,” she murmured, leaning forward and arching her ass up.

      So she wanted it deeper. He grasped her hips and took a step back, pressing her back down and angling her ass cheeks even higher. He pulled out until only his crown was inside her. “This is mine.”

      She was panting now. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

      “You do now,” he said, driving hard into her and savoring her strangled cry.

      She rocked back into him, taking even more of his swollen length. “I don’t think so, pretty boy.”

      He thumbed her nub, and she whimpered. “You have always been mine, female.”

      “You’re such an arrogant…” her words trailed off as her body began to ripple around his cock.

      “Say my name, Tori,” he said as he felt her begin to come.

      She shook her head, biting down on her lower lip. “Not a chance, pretty boy.”

      He pulled out just enough that she whipped her head around, her eyes blazing. “Vrax, you ass—”

      With a hard thrust he drove into her, then her breathy gasp and the sensations of her body clamping around him made him to piston faster, his jaw tight and his pace savage.

      “You are mine,” he said through gritted teeth as she shook her head, but was unable to speak.

      He clamped a hand over her mouth as she cried out and he hammered wildly, finally feeling his own release roaring through him. He let out a raw sound as he gave a final thrust and held himself deep, emptying hot into her.

      His body went limp and he sagged against her, feeling her muscles relax. They were both sucking in ragged breaths, and he nestled his face in her neck.

      “I should punch you in the balls,” she said, after a while of heavy breathing.

      His cock was still insider her, and he moved it slightly deeper. “How will you manage that?”

      She wiggled her hips to try to get away, but he held himself inside her.

      “You still think you’re in charge?” she asked.

      He kissed her neck. “No, but I do think I am inside.”

      She let out a huff of breath. “And I still think you’re an infuriating ass. This doesn’t change anything, you know.”

      “And I still think you are an impulsive female who will probably get both of us killed.”

      “Maybe, but this impulsive female did just save you.”

      “With some help,” he said, slipping out of her and pulling her pants up.

      She turned and pushed her curls out of her face. “That reminds me. Don’t even think of pulling mind tricks on me the way you did on that crazy bitch.”

      He grinned at her and stroked a finger down the side of her face. “I do not need to use mind tricks on you. You were always meant to be mine.”

      She raised a hand, and he caught it, twisting it behind her back and pulling her flush against him. He crushed his mouth to hers, feeling her lips yield to his. When he released her, her eyes were half-lidded.

      “You don’t play fair,” she whispered.

      “I’m not playing,” he told her. “And you were wrong, my wild one. This changes everything.”
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      “Wild one?” Tori pulled away, attempting to twist out of his grasp.

      “Would you rather I call you my wild mate?”

      “Mate?” If she had hackles, they would have been up. “Slow down, pretty boy. What gave you the idea I was your mate?”

      “Maybe the way you moaned when my cock was inside you,” he whispered. “And how angry it made you to see Meridia on top of me.”

      She jerked her hand out of his. “I wasn’t angry. I was…concerned.”

      “Mmmm,” he said, his voice dripping with disbelief. “Concern. That must have been what I felt from you.”

      She opened her mouth to snap back, but then closed it. He’d picked up on what she’d been feeling? She knew his species was empathic, but that wouldn’t explain why she’d also sensed his emotions. Why she was feeling them now—his desire mixed with amusement. Her stomach fluttered as she remembered Danica talking about her mind connection with her Dothvek mate. But Danica and K’alvek were mind mates, some sort of Dothvek fated love thing. What she had with Vrax wasn’t that, was it?

      “Listen,” she said. “What we just did was fun. Really fun. But it doesn’t make us mates. That’s not the way it works. At least, not with me.”

      He stared down at her, his green eyes intense. Then he shrugged. “If that is what you wish.”

      She let out a small sigh. That was easier than she’d expected. “It is. Anyway, we should be focused on getting out of here. Not only are you an escaped slave, but we just left behind a dead madam. We should find someplace where we can lay low until we can make our way back to the shipyard.”

      He nodded, some of the merriment fading from his eyes. “I do not understand this Den of Thieves. Are there places we can stay? Those who welcome travelers?”

      “Not travelers with no credits.” Tori straightened her clothes so it didn’t look like she’d just been fucked hard. “Nothing happens in this cesspit without currency, and we have none.”

      Vrax scraped a hand through his hair, and Tori tried not to think about how good it had felt when she’d run her hands through the dark locks. Her pulse quickened, and she looked away. Shit, even looking at him made her body heat.

      “We’ll have to find a place to squat for the night,” she said, motioning with her head for him to follow her out of the alley.

      “Squat?” he asked, when she paused where the alley met the street and peered out. He started to lower himself, and she tugged at his arm to pull him back up.

      “Not literally squat. It’s an expression. It means we need to find a place where we can hide out without anyone knowing we’re there.”

      “Ah. Are there many of those places here?”

      “We’re about to find out,” she mumbled, leading them down the darkened street and peering into locked storefronts.

      One thing she didn’t have to worry about with Vrax was stealth. He made almost no sound as he crept along behind her, despite him being a huge guy. Really huge, she reminded herself, then cursed as she felt a hot twinge between her legs.

      Even though the city was quieter than usual, she could hear music and slurred voices spilling out of doorways ahead. It was impossible to avoid bars on Kurril, and it seemed they never closed. The place truly was a den of sin that never slept.

      Rounding a corner, Tori slowed. Light poured out onto the dirty street ahead, and several aliens stumbled toward them, arms wrapped around each other. In one case, more than two arms.

      She ducked her head, hoping Mourad and his crew hadn’t ventured this deep into the city. “Stay close and move fast,” she muttered over her shoulder.

      Vrax didn’t reply, but she sensed his agreement, which was even more unsettling. She was going to have to talk to him about staying the hell out of her head.

      As she drew even with the doorway, her boot caught on an uneven stone and she pitched forward. Vrax caught her by the elbow, but not before she let out a yelp and a string of Zevrian curses. She could feel the eyes from the bar on her as she righted herself and kept her head down.

      “Now that’s a voice I never thought I’d hear again.”

      She froze in place. She felt exactly the same way. The last time she’d heard that voice it had been when the first mate of the mercenary ship had been holding her down and trying to force her legs apart. She’d hoped she’d never hear it again.

      Tori wanted to run, but something made her turn her head. A part of her had to know that it was him, the alien she’d attacked before she’d escaped from the ship and abandoned her post. D’Vos looked much as she remembered—tall and bulky, with the same Zevrian markings she had, the bumps arching over his eyebrows and disappearing into his thick mane of black hair. The only difference was the scar across his cheek, the one she’d given him when she’d fought him off.

      He was leaning in the doorway, seemingly relaxed as he gazed at her, but she knew this was a ruse. She knew enough about the warrior to know he never let down his guard. Even if his crew might be drunk, he was not.

      Behind her, Vrax tensed, stepping closer to her and adjusting his stance. “You know this male?”

      “You could say that,” she said, under her breath. “I gave him that scar when he tried to rape me.”

      A low rumble escaped Vrax’s throat. “Would you like me to kill him for you?”

      Tori almost laughed. Having a guy offer to commit murder for her might have been the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to her. She kept her eyes on D’Vos as he straightened, his smile cold and predatory.

      “It seems you found a man, after all.” His gaze flicked to Vrax. “I thought your tastes ran to something different.”

      “You mean just because I didn’t want to fuck you?” The moment the words left her mouth, she regretted them. Why can’t you let things go, Tori?

      “It’s not too late to remedy that.” D’Vos jerked his head toward her, and several aliens rose from their seats and moved toward the doorway.

      Vrax bent down into a fighting stance. The barbarian clearly wasn’t great at sizing up the odds. The two of them against about a dozen angry Zevrians was not a fair fight. And no way did she want to stick around and fins out just how much of a grudge D’Vos had been carrying around for all this time.

      “Run,” she said to Vrax, grabbing his arm and pulling him with her as she tore down the street.

      Luckily, they were sober and most of the Zevrians were not, so she and Vrax got a good head start while their pursuers stumbled through the door of the bar and tripped over each other as they attempted to run as a group.

      Tori wound her way through the narrow streets, trying to put as much distance between them and her former crew mates, all the while looking desperately for some place to hide. They couldn’t run all night. At least, she couldn’t. Vrax was another matter. The alien was barely breathing hard as he ran beside her, his footfall silent on the hard stone. She guessed that was what came from living on a planet where running up and down sand dunes in blistering heat was considered fun.

      After a while, the screams and pounding of the horde chasing them faded. She stopped after ducking down a narrow passageway, putting a palm against a wall, and sucking in a breath.

      “I think we might have lost them.”

      Vrax nodded, glancing around at the dingy surroundings. “And ourselves.”

      He was right. They’d run into an even less-savory part of the city. Tall, stone buildings had given way to wooden structures that looked at best, rickety, and at worst, ramshackle. The roof line was uneven, with slats of metal sheeting jutting out overhead, and even some bare, open air patches that had been covered with fabric.

      Instead of the sounds of music and laughing, there was the occasional sound of an animal braying or clucking. She suspected the residents who lived in this part of the city kept livestock to survive, and there was little reason for celebration. The silver lining was that D’Vos and his crew of enforcers probably wouldn’t think to search this far. She’d never even known this part of the city existed. It was a far cry from the pleasure houses, and fighting rings and bars that Zurril was known for.

      “Maybe we can find a place to hide here,” she said, moving down the street and peering through makeshift doors. She reached what looked like a mechanic’s shop, with a rusted gate that looked low enough to climb over and a battered metal roof. Through the bars, she saw broken-down cruisers and engines of all types, most pockmarked or covered thickly in rust. Before she could climb over the gate, however, a creature appeared on the other side, his brown muzzle set in a fierce growl.

      She pulled her hands back from the bars as if they were electrified. “Never mind.”

      Vrax knelt beside her, extending his hand. “Are you afraid of it?”

      “Do you see its teeth?” She gaped at him as he extended his fingers through the gate toward the approaching animal. She wasn’t scared of dogs, but she wasn’t crazy about them, either. It had taken her ages to tolerate Pog, her crew mate Bexli’s shape-shifting alien dog, and he was just a tiny ball of green fluff. This guy looked like he could tear her arms off with a single bite.

      Vrax twitched one shoulder up. “He is scared of you.”

      “Me?” Tori let out a snort. “I’m not the one growling.”

      “Maybe not now.”

      She glared at his back, but didn’t say anything else as the alien guard dog walked forward, his broad back hunched and his yellow eyes locked on Vrax. The last thing she needed on top of everything was a Dothvek minus one hand.

      When the dog reached him, the animal sniffed his hand and then licked it. Vrax patted his head and then scratched his neck, and the creature flopped onto his back, exposing his paler belly.

      “See?” Vrax began pulling himself over the gate. “Harmless.”

      “You used your mind magic on him, didn’t you?” she asked, as he dropped down onto the other side of the fence and rubbed the dog’s belly.

      “I communicated to him that we meant no harm. It didn’t hurt that he’s lonely.” The dog made high-pitched noises as he twisted on the ground, clearly enjoying the belly rubs.

      Tori glanced behind her, as she heard a sound at the end of the street, then she pulled herself quickly over the gate. Better safe inside with the dog, than out there with D’Vos looking for her. The dog barely glanced at her when she landed next to him.

      She walked behind one of the broken-down cruisers so she was out of sight of the gate and sank down onto a dingy tarp bunched on the ground. Her heart raced, and her hands shook, as she pulled her knees into her chest. Now that they were safe, the terror she’d felt when she saw D’Vos again rushed over her. She pressed her eyes shut tight, trying to push away the memories of his heavy body on top of her, his foul breath hot on her face, his meaty hands groping her.

      She jumped when Vrax sat next to her, but she didn’t fight him when he wrapped his arms around her. She didn’t even flinch when the dog settled himself across their feet.

      “I will never let him hurt you again,” Vrax whispered.

      Tori let herself relax into his arms and, just for a moment, she believed him.
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      Vrax shifted, the tarp he’d slept on doing little to buffer him from the cold floor. He inhaled the scent of scorched fuel as he opened his eyes and remembered where he was, the morning light coming in through the patchy metal roof. The only thing warming him was the female he held in his arms and the dog sleeping on his feet.

      Tori lay curled up against him, her body nestled against his, and the back of her head tucked up under his chin. He loved how perfectly she fit alongside him, her smaller body almost completely enveloped by his larger one. He thought about how tight her body had felt around his cock, and it twitched to life.

      Despite the distraction, he was aware that the city outside was beginning to stir. Even though he imagined parts of the city were deep in slumber and recovery, this section—filled, he suspected, with those working hard to eke out a meagre existence—was waking. There were rough voices and heavy footsteps, and the distinct scent of food being cooked. It was a far cry from the gentle sounds and savory scents of his oasis village, but it gave him a pang of longing. A longing that was echoed by his cock. Even though his swollen length pressed against her ass, straining painfully against his tight pants, he remained still.

      It had taken her a while to fall asleep the night before, her mind a torment of fear and anger, and he didn’t want to wake her, even if his cock ached. Vrax thought back to her shaking body, and anger swelled in his chest.

      The male with the scar had hurt her. Even worse, he was the one who’d tried to force himself on her. Not only was it clear from the expression on her face when she’d seen him, but her thoughts had been easy to read. So had the other male’s.

      Vrax steadied his breathing as he remembered feeling the desire radiating off the scarred male. The desire to dominate and cause pain. The desire to humiliate. He almost wished Tori hadn’t wanted to get away so badly.  He would have enjoyed inflicting some pain of his own on that male.

      He hated to admit that she’d been right to want to escape, instead of staying and fighting. They’d been outnumbered, and he would have fought to the death to avenge and protect his female.

      His female. He grinned in spite of himself. Tori would not like to know that he thought of her as his, but he could not help it. He felt like she’d always been his, even before he’d known her or she’d crashed on his planet. And now that they’d mated and their mind connection was stronger, she was even more his.

      He knew he would never be able to relinquish her. Not when they returned to his planet, and not even if she decided to leave it. He’d never encountered a female who made him feel as alive as she did, even if she often drove him to the point of distraction. She was maddening and impulsive and deadly. And she was his.

      He opened himself to her mind, even as she slept in his arms. Even though he didn’t have to ability to see her dreams, he knew they had been peaceful because he hadn’t sensed any anger from her. Tori’s anger was not something easily ignored.

      No, she was feeling pleasure. He could even sense a warm arousal coursing through her, and she shimmied her ass against him in her sleep.

      Vrax’s eyes almost rolled up into the back of his head, but he didn’t respond to her movements. It was enough to let her feelings wash over him, his cock throbbing every time she brushed against him. When she made a soft gasp and arched her back, he bit down hard on his lip, his hand almost instinctively moving up to cup her breast.

      Instead of jerking awake and slapping him, as he fully expected her to do, her nipple hardened into a tight point, and she moved so that the soft globe filled his palm. Vrax was sure it was the only part of her body that was so soft, aside from her hot folds.

      Just thinking about how wet and tight she’d been for him made him groan and roll her nipple between his thumb and finger. Her emotions were a muddle of desire and wanting, making him nearly dizzy when mixed with his own pounding need. She wiggled again, and the dog at their feet lifted his head drowsily, then stood and walked off. Smart animal, he thought.

      “Vrax.” The sound of his name uttered in a breathy sigh as she slept, her ass grinding against him, made his restraint crumble. He slid his hand from her breast down past the waistband of her pants until he found her swollen nub. She inhaled sharply as he parted her folds then slipped his hand farther, thrusting one thick finger inside her. She bucked against him, her hips moving restlessly. He shifted his hand so that his thumb could caress her slick nub while his finger explored her tight heat.

      Even though she moved against him, her body responding, he knew that she was still asleep. He also knew her mind was filled with thoughts of him, working his hands on her body into her dreams.

      Vrax moved his finger in and out, swirling his thumb the entire time, and hearing her breath becoming ragged and her moans grow louder. He could also hear the movement on the street. Residents were walking past where they lay, hidden behind the rusted equipment, with no idea that he lay pleasuring his female, his finger buried inside her. But how long could they stay hidden before they were discovered? How long until her sounds drew attention?

      He felt her body quiver and then contract around his finger, and he clamped a hand over her mouth before she let out a scream. Her body jerked as pleasure crashed over her, and he felt it, as well. His body buzzed with her release, and his cock pulsed, hard and desperate.

      Then he felt a sharp burst of irritation. She was awake.
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      Tori blinked hard as she struggled in his grasp, taking a few moments to realize where she was and who was holding her. The dirty, dingy shop they’d snuck into the night before was now illuminated with morning light. They were surrounded by mechanical parts that looked even more rusty and useless than they had in the dark. The near silence of the night had been replaced by the sounds of people clomping down the street, of wheels rolling across paving stones, and of voices raised in greeting.

      “Shh,” Vrax whispered in her ear, his hand still inside her pants.

      Despite wanting to hit him, she had to admit she hadn’t woken up that well in, well, maybe ever. She wasn’t usually one to stick around after sex, so morning cuddling or foreplay hadn’t been something she’d experienced before.

      She was so wet, it was hard to argue that he’d taken advantage of her. Even now, her body quivered as he moved his fingers.

      She jerked her head so that his hand slipped from her mouth. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Getting you warmed up,” he whispered back.

      “Warmed up for what?” she shot back. Now that she was awake and coming out of her orgasm stupor, she was very aware of how close they were to all the activity on the street. Her pulse fluttered at the thought of being caught with Vrax’s hand down her pants.

      Moving quickly, he rolled her to her back and braced his arms so that he hovered over her. “You like that, don’t you?”

      Her cheeks warmed. Had he known what she’d been thinking? “Like what? You’d better not be pulling any of that mind crap like you did with the dog.”

      His hair fell down on either side of his face, and the corners of his mouth twitched up. “Mind crap? You mean our mind bond?”

      Tori’s heart thumped as she looked up at him. “We do not have a mind bond.”

      He traced a finger down the side of her cheek. “Then how do I know that the thought of being caught excites you?”

      Her mouth fell open, but she glared at him. “That kind of thing excites a lot of people. It’s not an unusual turn-on.”

      Now, his cheeks flushed and his eyes narrowed. “Have you been caught with other males?”

      Was he seriously getting jealous? They’d only fucked once, and he was going full caveman on her. Just what she needed.

      “Actually, no. I haven’t had much occasion to fuck in public. Not that it’s any of your business. This is the first time I’ve ever run through a city with a guy before that turned into screwing against a wall, and then sleeping in a not-so-hidden hiding spot.”

      He looked like he wasn’t sure if he should be happy with her answer or not. “I do not want you fucking any other males.”

      She almost rolled her eyes. This shit again?

      “First of all, you don’t own me.” She stared him down before he could argue. “But if it makes you feel any better, I can promise you that I’m not interested in fucking anyone else.”

      She would be lucky to get off Kurril alive, so agreeing not to get with anyone else while they tried to escape the planet seemed a pretty safe promise.

      He lowered his lips to hers and kissed her softly. “If you did, I would have to kill them.”

      It was hard to fight with him when he was kissing her, and his kisses went from soft and sweet to hard and needy, his tongue parting her lips and tangling with hers. The hard bar of his cock pressed between her legs, and she was surprised to hear a moan of pleasure escape from deep in her throat.

      He pulled away, gazing down at her. “Tori.”

      The way he said her name, his voice a dangerous purr, sent shivers down her spine. He was right. She loved that they were so close to being caught, her skin tingling with excitement.

      She yanked his mouth back to hers, letting her tongue fight with his the way it so desperately wanted to, and wrapping her legs around his waist. He ground his cock into her, and she met his movement with an urgent one of her own.

      When he tore his mouth away from her again, his eyes were wild. “Need to be inside you.”

      She nodded, her desire making her claw at his pants. She tugged them down until his cock was free, letting out a hungry noise as she looked down at it. She’d barely seen anything last night in the dark, and when she’d seen Meridia holding it as she’d been sitting on top of him, she’d been too enraged to focus on how thick and long it was. Of course, she’d felt every bit of it when he’d been inside her last night, but she wanted to really look at it.

      Rolling him roughly onto his back, she straddled him. “Now, it’s my turn.”

      He looked startled, but when she fisted his cock, his wide eyes fluttered. “Sons of the goddesses, your hand feels so good.”

      She grinned down at him. “If you think that feels good…” She shimmied herself down his body and took the crown of his cock in her mouth.

      Vrax put his hand to his mouth and bit down, and she knew it was to keep from crying out.

      Tori circled her tongue over the hard, smooth skin, letting her fingers bump down the raised rings of his shaft. Those rings had felt so good when he’d been fucking her. Heat throbbed between her legs at the memory. Not yet, she told herself.

      She moved her mouth down his cock, not able to take all of it, but fisting the base in her hand and pumping it up and down. He arched into her, one hand tangled in her hair as she sucked him, being careful to keep the points of her teeth away from his skin.

      “I’ve never…” His words were a choked whisper.

      She looked up to see his face contorted in ecstasy, and she loved that she was the cause of it. She squeezed her throat before pulling her mouth away for a moment. “You’ve never fucked a girl’s mouth before?”

      He tightened his grip in her hair, and she felt him about to lose control at her words. “Not so fast, pretty boy. I want to ride that cock while it’s still hard.”

      Vrax moved so quickly, the air rushed out of her lungs. He flipped her onto her back and yanked her pants down, then she kicked them off the rest of the way.

      “This is what you want?” He notched his cock at her opening while she was still catching her breath. “You want it hard?”

      Before she could tell him she did, he’d thrust inside her, swallowing her loud gasps with his mouth and holding himself deep. Each of his rings stretched her, and she held her breath as her body adjusted.

      “Okay?” he asked, his face so close to hers their breath mingled.

      She nodded, meeting his searching gaze.

      He started moving, slowly at first, dragging his cock out a bit before thrusting back in. She held onto his bare back, her fingers digging into his ridges, and she couldn’t help feeling a rush of smug pleasure that the huge warrior wanted her. That she was the one who got him hard. That every bit of the muscled, fierce fighter desired her.

      “Only you,” he whispered in her ear, reminding her that her feelings were no longer her own. She wanted to be angry, but the thought actually thrilled her.

      “But that means you are also mine,” he said, lodging his cock so deep she bit her bottom lip. “No one else’s. Ever.”

      “I don’t belong to anyone forever,” she managed to say.

      “You’re my mate,” he growled.

      She’d never argued as much with someone while she was fucking them. Before she could snap back, she heard a sound at the gate.

      Vrax must have heard it too, because he knifed up and clutched her hips, driving into her with a ferocious rhythm as the noise behind him them grew louder.

      Tori wanted to tell him to stop, but he dropped his hand to her clit, flicking it as he stroked into her. The thought of being caught with her legs spread wide as his cock split her was almost too much to take. She lost all ability to think, her body shattering around him. She dug her fingers into the hands that were gripping her to keep from screaming as her body convulsed. Vrax reared up and surged into her one last time before exploding.

      The gate creaked and the dog greeted someone with barks that were much friendlier than the growls she’d originally gotten last night. Obviously, his owner. An owner who was about to get more than an eye full, as he shuffled toward them.

      Vrax gave her a final, hot look before pulling out and sitting up. He helped her tug her pants on, and then pulled his own back up. Grabbing her hand, he hurried around the other side of the workshop, then snaked around more broken machines until they reached the open gate, ducking out without being seen.

      As they headed down the street, Tori glanced back and saw the dog standing outside the gate, his stumpy tail wagging almost as fast as her heart was pounding.

      In the light of day, the neighborhood was even more run-down than it had looked last night. She noticed the curious stares coming their way, and realized that she and the half-naked, enormous Dothvek made an interesting pair.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, picking up her pace to keep up with Vrax’s.

      He stopped and stared down at her. “I do not know. Where will we be safe?”

      Tori peered around at the dilapidated houses and dirty streets. Even if they found a better area, they still needed to avoid Mourad’s crew, and now D’Vos, as well. “We won’t be safe until we can escape from the Den of Thieves.”

      Vrax clasped her hand tighter, meshing his fingers between hers. She wasn’t usually much for holding hands, but the warmth of his big hand enveloping hers sent a comforting pulse up her arm and made her forget for a moment how hard it was going to be to get off the planet without getting caught.
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      Vrax sat down, pulling both the chairs so that they faced away from the door before Tori sat next to him. After making their way out of the grimy neighborhood, they’d ducked into a shabby cantina and pushed their way through to the back of the dimly lit establishment. A blue-skinned musician sat perched on a stool in a corner strumming wistful music with three arms, and most of the patrons appeared to be holdovers from the night before. Heads slumped over sticky tables, and hands gripped half-empty glasses.

      “What are we doing here?” Tori asked, gagging at the smell of stale whiskey and sweat that seemed to permeate the place.

      “You need to rest,” he said, keeping his gaze moving systemically over the crowd. It was a warrior’s habit, even though no one appeared to be sober enough to be a threat.

      “I’m fine.” Her protest was weak, as she leaned her elbows on the table and bowed her head. “Just hungry.”

      Vrax’s own stomach rumbled at the thought of food. It had been over a day since they’d left the ship and the relatively easy access to food stores. He glanced around at the mostly empty tables. There wasn’t even anything to swipe from someone less vigilant, and without any form of payment, stealing would be their only option.

      He cringed at the idea. As a Dothvek, he’d never had any reason to take what wasn’t his. The clan provided for each other, hunting together, raising animals, and harvesting the scant plant life that grew on their sand planet. Looking over at Tori, her eyes riveted on the dregs of a nearby glass of amber liquid, he knew he’d have to do something.

      “Whaddya having?” a heavyset alien with muddy, green skin and a shiny, bald head asked, swiping a dirty rag across their table.

      Vrax began to shake him off, but Tori sat up. “Can we have some water?”

      The alien eyed her like she’d just asked for a plate of sand grubs, his slits for eyes looking her up and down and clearly finding her lacking. “Water? You come here asking for water?” He cast his gaze around him. “This is a place for drinking. You either order a drink or move along. And you pay up front. Credits. I don’t deal in foreign coin.”

      Tori mumbled something under her breath as the creature ambled back toward the bar.

      “We need some of those credits everyone seems to ask for,” Vrax said, keeping his voice low. “How do we get them?”

      Tori gave him a crooked grin. “That’s the big question, isn’t it? How to make more.”

      “Yes,” Vrax said. “How did you and your crew make more?”

      “Catching criminals and dragging them back to whomever wanted them.” Tori flicked her gaze to some of the creatures engaged in hushed conversations of their own. “Kurril is the kind of place where we would have cleaned up, that is, if our captain hadn’t thought it was a pit.”

      “I believe your captain might have been right.”

      Tori let out a snort of laughter. “Yeah, she usually was. That’s why she’s the captain, and I’m the muscle. I tend to get myself in bad situations.”

      “I will not argue with you.”

      She shot him a look. “That’s a first.”

      The voices at the next table became loud and one of the aliens slammed a fist down, making everyone look over and chatter stop. After a moment, the argument died down and everyone went back to their business. Vrax spotted the bartender who’d talked to them earlier and registered his pointed glare.

      “We can’t stay here much longer,” Tori said. She must have seen the same hostile look from the green-skinned alien as he polished glasses with his filthy cloth. “We need to get to the shipyard.”

      Vrax squinted toward the door where light peeked in through a hazy window. “Is it wise to move around in the daylight, with so many looking for both of us?”

      “I don’t see an alternative.” She let her gaze drop to his bare chest and then to his biceps that were ringed with tribal markings. “We might want to find you something to wear so you’re less conspicuous, although I don’t know where we’re going to find that.”

      He looked up at her mass of curls held in place by the pair of needle-like sticks tipped with dried blood, but didn’t say anything. Perhaps on this planet, that would not be considered unusual.

      Leaning back, he took a deep breath and crossed his arms over his chest, hoping his stance would scare off the bartender from approaching them again. He could hear snippets of conversation drifting over from the table behind them and some of the words caught his attention.

      “If we don’t put up a fighter, we can kiss our investment goodbye,” one of the aliens said.

      “We had a fighter,” another argued, his face flushed red.

      “Who got pinched by the enforcers.”

      “How was I supposed to know he had so many warrants out?” a third grumbled, slamming back the remnants of a glass of green liquid.

      “None of that matters,” the first said, waving his bony hands. “We’ve got to forget about him and find ourselves someone new. Someone who can win.”

      “How will we find a champion fighter in time? We might as well forfeit and try to get off the planet before the guild realizes.”

      “And have them chasing us down the rest of our lives? We just need to find a fighter. Maybe the slave market will have someone good.”

      Vrax stood, pivoting so that he was towering over the trio. “They won’t have anyone as good as me.”

      All three aliens peered up at him, their mouths falling open.

      “You are looking for a fighter?” Vrax asked when none of the aliens spoke. “I assume you will pay well.”

      The alien who looked to be all bones stood up, the top of his head not even reaching Vrax’s shoulder. “You have experience?”

      Vrax gave a curt nod and flexed his arms, his muscles bulging. “What do you think?”

      Tori groaned behind him. “Are you kidding me?”

      He glanced over his shoulder at her. “I would never joke about battle.”

      She stood and moved closer to him. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?” She cut her eyes to the aliens at the table, then lowered her voice. “These guys broker fighters for the fighting pits.”

      “You think I will not win?”

      She paused, meeting his eyes and dropped her voice so low only he could hear her. “Actually, I think you will win, but you could also be seen. An entire crowd saw you being bought by Meridia. Remember?”

      Vrax caught Tori’s mental image of the deceased woman. Yes, she was dead now. That did not help.

      “We need credits,” he insisted. “This is something I do well. Do you have a better plan for getting credits?”

      “Nothing legal.” She let out a breath. “Maybe we could disguise you somehow.”

      “Does your lady also fight?” one of the aliens asked, appraising her openly.

      Vrax felt her bristle, and a smile threatened his lips. He knew Tori did not consider herself his, or a lady.

      “She sure does.” Tori reached a hand to her hair, but Vrax grabbed it before she could threaten the alien.

      “She doesn’t today,” he said, holding her firmly by the arm. “It is only me.”

      One of the aliens shrugged. “Just as well. Not everyone approves of females being torn apart.”

      Vrax frowned, wondering for a moment what type of opponents might tear someone apart.

      Tori leveled a finger at the aliens. “No beast fights.”

      They exchanged nervous glances. “Those do command the highest payouts.”

      “I don’t care,” Tori said, trying to give them her fiercest look. “Either you say right here that he doesn’t fight beasts, or he’s out.”

      One of the aliens finally laughed, the sound high and chirpy. “Of course, of course. If that is the deal.” He smiled at Vrax. “Your lady drives a hard bargain.”

      “I would not cross her,” Vrax said.

      “Do we have a deal?” another asked, rubbing a finger down his bulbous nose.

      Vrax glanced over at Tori. He could feel her anxiety, but also her excitement. She was a true warrior, and even the hint of a fight heated her blood. He knew the feeling well because it coursed through him, as well. “Do we, my lady?”

      She scowled at him, but the corners of her mouth twitched. “I’d say so.”

      Her dark eyes were wide and her lips parted, and Vrax could sense the pulse of her excitement and of her arousal. It took every bit of self-control for him to not slam her up against the wall and crush his body to hers.

      Her pupils flared as she clearly picked up on his feelings, but she took a breath to steady herself and gave him a disapproving look. Now was not the time.

      Vrax knew she was right, although he wished for a moment they were back in the grimy mechanic’s shop. He pulled his gaze from her and turned back to the aliens. “I will fight for you.”

      The spindly man smiled, waving for the bartender to come over. “Excellent. Let’s toast to our partnership.”

      The bartender begrudgingly poured drinks for Vrax and Tori, then refilled the other aliens’ glasses with the cloudy, green liquor.

      Vrax wished they could have toasted their agreement with grilled meat or crackling flatbread, but he supposed he should not complain. They all clinked glasses, and he threw back his drink in a single gulp, the bitter liquid searing his throat.

      The aliens at the table laughed as he gasped, and they sipped their drinks. Tori shook her head at him, but then slammed back her own drink. She swallowed with her eyes closed, shaking her head and blinking hard once the liquid was down.

      Vrax cocked an eyebrow at her.

      “You go, we go,” she said, brushing her fingers against his. “We’re in this together, all the way.”

      Warmth spread through his body that he knew was only partly due to the fiery liquor heating his belly. Tori might not want to admit yet that she was his mate, but he knew she felt their bond. He hooked one of his fingers around one of hers, savoring the warm softness of her skin. Even someone as stubborn as her couldn’t deny it forever.

      Tori turned her attention to the aliens and slammed her glass onto the table. “How about we order food and talk about how we’re going to split the profits when my guy wins?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, if you didn’t look like a barbarian before, you do now.” Tori stepped back and looked Vrax up and down.

      Instead of his leather pants, he wore an animal skin of some kind tied around his waist, showing almost all of his long, muscular legs. Brown fur was slung over one shoulder and held in place with a strap crossing from his other shoulder, covering his chest. One arm and the tribal markings on the bicep were hidden under the fur, but the other was exposed.

      Tori had tied his hair up in a topknot, so it no longer hung loose around his shoulders, but his pointed ears were no longer hidden beneath it. She wasn’t sure if what she’d done helped disguise him or just made him stand out more.

      The animal skins and furs hadn’t been her idea. That was all the brain child of the alien fighter promoters, who were telling everyone that they had a genuine primitive from a barbarian planet. A bit of a stretch, but as long as it increased the overall purse, she guessed she was okay with it.

      What she wasn’t sure she was okay with was having Vrax do all the fighting. She knew a hulking, gold-skinned creature would draw a bigger crowd than just another Zevrian like her, but it still rankled her that he got to fight and she was just supposed to sit back and collect the credits for both of them. Tori was no one’s cheerleader, also her practical side knew that Vrax was right. This was the best and fastest way to get credits. And having credits in Kurril was a matter of survival.

      The sounds of screaming and jeering brought her mind back to reality and to the holding room behind the fighting ring where she and Vrax were waiting.

      “Do not worry.” Vrax took her hand in his. “I will fight and I will win, and then we will get out of here.”

      Tori knew he meant that they would get away from the planet, but she would also be glad to get away from the fighting ring. She knew that Vrax was not a slave fighting for his life, but she hated being in a place where creatures who were bought and sold were pitted against each other. She glanced at the dull, stone room with its bare table and metal chairs and shuddered. Desperation seemed to seep from the walls, and she couldn’t help wondering how many had spent their last moments there.

      “Tori?” He squeezed her hand.

      “What?” She jerked her head up. “Sorry. I was…”

      “Worrying about me,” he said.

      She frowned at him. Sometimes she really hated that he could sense what she was feeling. “We don’t know who your opponent is yet. I know those guys promised not to put you in a beast match, but I don’t trust them.”

      “I know,” he said, pulling her close. “I do not trust them, either, but I think they want to get credits as much as we do. They will not lose their only fighter so quickly.”

      He had a point. She let herself relax into his arms, even though she got a face full of fur in the process.

      “I’ll be ringside the entire time,” she reminded him, twisting her head away from the fur draped over his shoulder. “If those weasels try to pull anything, they’ll have me to answer to.”

      “Weasel?”

      “An Earth animal that Bexli likes to shift into sometimes,” she said, trying not to think too much about her crew mate and how much she wished the shape shifter was with her. “Sneaky little fuckers.”

      Vrax laughed, the rumble in his chest vibrating through her, as well. “That sounds accurate.”

      “There is our barbarian warrior!” one of the alien promoters said, as the three strode into the room without knocking. They had changed into robes made of expensive fabric, no doubt to look impressive in the promoters’ box.

      “You look very primitive.” Another nodded, giving Vrax a quick once over and grinning. “We were right to dress him like this.”

      Tori felt her hackles rising, but Vrax’s hand pressing into her back was a silent signal not to cause trouble. Fine, she thought. I can play nice. For now.

      “Who’s on the first card with him?” she asked, stepping away from Vrax and crossing her arms over her chest.

      The wiry alien fluttered a hand in front of himself as if waving away an insect. “Some slave. Nothing our brute can’t handle.”

      Now, Tori sensed Vrax bristle. She guessed he didn’t like being called a brute. Not that she blamed him. Dothveks might be from a technologically primitive planet, but their clan was far from a bunch of brainless brutes.

      For one thing, they were empathic. And Vrax had done some pretty impressive mind fuckery with Meridia, not that she would tell that to the aliens. She knew that was a trick to keep up their sleeves.

      “So what are the rules?” she asked, knowing that the word was used loosely anywhere in Kurril. “This isn’t a death match, right?”

      “No death match,” one of the aliens said, his gaze shifting back and forth between the two of them. “Not so early, anyway.”

      Tori tapped one foot on the floor. “Not at all, you mean.”

      “Of course, no death match,” the skinny one said, letting out a series of titters and taking Vrax by the arm. “All you need to do to win is knock your opponent out for a ten count.”

      She met Vrax’s eyes. “Don’t show off. Go for the quick win.”

      “But give them a good show,” one of the promoters said. “No one likes a fight that’s over too fast.”

      Tori’s stomach turned at the idea of Vrax battling it out in the ring and her not being able to help him. She bit her lip until she tasted blood.

      He leaned down so that his lips brushed her ears. “You should have more faith in me.”

      “I do have faith in you,” she whispered so only he could hear. “It’s everyone else I don’t trust.”

      He let out a low chuckle, and she wanted to stamp her foot in frustration. Vrax didn’t understand. He was used to his clan, where honor came above everything. He did not know that almost every soul in the Den of Thieves would let him die if it meant a single extra credit in their account.

      A horn sounded, and her body tensed.

      “It’s time,” the alien who held Vrax’s arm led him forward, and Tori followed behind, flipping the hood up on the cloak she’d borrowed so she could watch the match without worrying about being spotted.

      They walked down a narrow passageway, the light at the end getting brighter and the noise of the crowd growing louder. When they stepped out into the ring, Tori felt a flash of surprise from Vrax.

      He hadn’t expected such a crowd. She squinted as she looked up into the stands rising up around the dirt fighting ring, the glare of the sun making it hard for her to see all the way to the top. At least this arena was open air, unlike the fighting pits, which she’d heard were underground.

      When the crowd spotted Vrax, they let out a deafening roar. Some cheered, while other shouted angry insults. They jumped up and down, their pounding feet making the ground tremble and the stadium look like it was vibrating.

      Tori desperately wanted to pull Vrax back, to tell him not to do this. They would find another way. But when she reached for his hand, he was pulled away, and she was shunted over to the side. She cried out his name, but the screaming crowd drowned her words out.

      One of the alien promoters led her to ringside bench positioned behind a waist high barrier, then left her. She knew he was headed to one of the boxes up top, but she’d declined their reluctant offer to join them. Even though she was ringside, she felt well hidden in the borrowed cloak. If Vrax was going to risk his life for both of them, she was going to be as close to him as possible. She eyed the barrier. Close enough to jump in and fight alongside him if she had to. She stood with her hands gripping the short wall and felt the energy of the crowd surge behind her.

      Her heart pounded in her chest, and her throat was so dry she could barely swallow, as she watched him take long steps to reach the center of the ring. She had to admit that he looked magnificent and terrifying as he drew his curved blades from his belt and flexed his arms into a fighting stance. If she didn’t feel so sick, she’d want to jump him.

      She forced herself to look away from him and up into the stands. The aliens watching him had the same looks of awe on their faces. At least the men. The women looked like they wanted to fuck him.

      “Not on my watch,” she said under her breath, suppressing the burst of jealousy that rose like bile in her throat.

      When she looked back at Vrax, she saw that he was staring at her, his intense gaze almost enough to knock her off her feet. She tightened her grip on the barrier, willing herself not to leap over it. Not yet, at least.

      Another fighter appeared from a tunnel on the opposite side of the ring, and when she saw him, her shoulders unbunched. She didn’t know what species he was, although he was bipedal and didn’t appear to have any unusual features. With dark-green skin, the hairless creature was slighter than Vrax—not nearly as tall or broad.

      As Tori watched him approach Vrax with trepidation, she almost felt sympathy for him. Unless he had a poison tongue, darts that shot out of his ass, or some other secret weapon, this guy didn’t stand a chance. The crowd seemed to feel the same way, jeering him as he moved toward the center of the ring.

      Not surprisingly, Tori sensed that Vrax wasn’t afraid of this fighter. In fact, he seemed to be pleased to see him, his stance relaxing and his weapons dropping a bit.

      Don’t be a fool, Tori thought, clasping her hands. He could be tricking you.

      She’d seen plenty of unassuming warriors who’d turned out to be quite deadly, although this one didn’t seem to be much of a threat. Vrax said something to the other fighter that she couldn’t hear, and the creature gave an almost imperceptible nod before the two began to circle each other.

      She was so focused on Vrax and his opponent that she didn’t notice the aliens sidling up next to her until they’d clamped their hands around her arms.

      Tipping her head back, she looked from one alien to the other, her stomach dropping.

      Fuck me.
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      When Vrax recognized the alien who’d been in front of him at the slave market, he almost laughed. A sheen of sweat covered his bare chest, and Vrax could almost smell the fear rolling off him. He could certainly sense it, even if the creature’s hand holding a blade didn’t give him away with its tremble. The alien cocked his head to one side as he walked closer, his eyes finally flaring with recognition.

      “I am glad to see you are still alive,” Vrax said, his voice barely carrying over the din of the crowd. “Should we give them a good show?”

      The nod was slight, and the hint of a relieved smile reached no one but him. They circled each other a few times, Vrax directing him ever so subtly with flicks of his wrist. The dust kicked up from the ground and settled a fine layer over their bare feet.

      When he lunged forward, he let his opponent dodge to one side, asking as their heads passed, “What happens if you lose, my friend?”

      The alien flicked his gaze toward the tunnel he’d come from. “They send out the next one.”

      “You are not punished?” Vrax asked.

      “No more than usual.”

      “Roll left,” Vrax said out of the corner of his mouth, swiping his blades through the air and giving what he hoped was a menacing growl. The stands shook as the crowd jumped up and down, bellowing their approval.

      Vrax’s stomach clenched as he noticed the fresh scars on the creature’s back as he came out of the roll. No doubt made by a whip of some sort.

      “I fight for a share of the purse. Move to your right.” Vrax said, his blades slicing through the air when the alien had just been standing. “So my mate and I can escape from Kurril.”

      “I will help you. And if you defeat me, my owner will lose.” A grin quirked at the corners of his mouth. “That will be its own reward.”

      “You have my thanks,” Vrax said. “What is your name?”

      “Zarda. And you have mine for not killing me.”

      Vrax shrugged. “I do not kill those who don’t deserve it.”

      “You are right. You do not belong on Kurril.”

      Vrax motioned him to come at him. “Slash at me with your blade. I will dodge to the right.”

      Zarda did, and Vrax threw himself to the side right before the blade cut through the air next to him. The crowd erupted in cheers, and Vrax thought how fickle they were.

      He decided to show them just what a barbarian he was, bending low and putting his weapons down as he pounded his hands on the hard packed dirt. The crowd responded, and the resulting screams made the earth vibrate.

      Zarda charged at him and Vrax scooped up his blades, spinning around and slashing the air. More wild cheers.

      Vrax glanced over at Tori, but couldn’t spot her over the chaos of the crowd. He’d had to close his mind off since the thrum of the crowd’s emotions was overwhelming. She’d seen him fight enough that she would know he was staging an act for the spectators.

      He turned his attention back to the fight. “You should land a blow. Not with the blade.”

      Zarda barreled toward him, slashing and missing on purpose, but hitting an open palm against his stomach.

      Vrax bent over, exaggerating the hit and staggering. The crowd gasped and then yelled their approval when he straightened and ran at Zarda. He tackled the alien, but spun him around so that he took the brunt of the fall. Hooking his arms around Zarda’s waist from behind, he whispered, “Act as if the pain is immense.”

      Zarda did as instructed, doubling over and clawing at Vrax’s hands as he wailed in agony. The two rolled around on the ground for a while, until Vrax said, “When I put you in a head lock, you should pretend to black out.”

      “I wish you luck on your escape,” Zarda said, as Vrax looped one arm under his chin and pretended to squeeze.

      When he lolled his head to one side, Vrax rolled him to the ground and leapt up, pounding his fists on his chest and causing the spectators to thunder their pleasure.

      Zarda was quickly retrieved, his limp body carried out by two attendants who looked terrified to be in the arena with Vrax. Before he had time to savor the victory for more than a moment, another fighter burst out of the tunnel.

      This one he didn’t recognize, and this one was not afraid. He was almost as tall as Vrax, with dark-purple skin that appeared to be covered with raised bumps. He wore only a ragged pair of brown pants, and his bare chest was a wall of muscle.

      The creature ran at Vrax, and he barely dodged a blow from a massive fist. So the first fighter was just a warm up for the real warriors, he thought, pivoting quickly before his opponent could make a second run.

      Getting into his fighting stance, he sized up the alien. He was definitely huge, but his movements weren’t fast, and already his breathing sounded labored. Clearly, this guy didn’t grow up running up and down sand dunes under the heat of two suns.

      I just have to tire him out, Vrax told himself. Run him around. Keep him moving. Then I can take him down.

      The big alien seemed happy to oblige, running at him again, his face contorted in rage. He swung and Vrax dove for the ground, somersaulting away and jumping to his feet.

      The crowd screamed even louder than it had before, clearly thrilled by his opponent’s rage. Vrax forced himself not to absorb the creature’s fury, although his arms tingled with the urge to strike.

      The alien bared his teeth, which were as black as his gums. Vrax backed away, making the alien come after him and noticing that his pace had slowed even after only a few runs. Still, he didn’t want to wait for him to collapse.

      When he dodged the next punch, he twisted around and landed his own blow on the alien’s back. The creature stumbled forward, but Vrax’s palm burned.

      He stared down at his gold skin, now pink and blistered. His heart raced. Was this alien’s skin toxic? That changed things.

      Looking back up, he growled at the creature, and it was no longer an act. He needed to win this fight without burning the flesh off his body.

      Backing up, Vrax forced the alien to run at him again. This time he’d moved close enough to the barrier with the crowd that when he leapt out of the way at the last moment, the alien’s foreword momentum caused him to slam into the half wall with a loud thud.

      He jogged backward to the other side of the arena as the creature rubbed his gut and shook his head. He hoped he was as stupid as he looked and would do the same thing again.

      As if on cue, the burly creature lumbered toward him, his face set in furious determination. At the last possible moment, Vrax dove aside and listened to the crunch of his opponent hitting the barrier.

      By now, the crowd was alternately booing and cheering. Vrax knew he needed to end things. He pulled off the fur draped across one shoulder and ran forward as the creature was staggering away from the side. Wrapping his bare skin in the fur, he tackled him and pinned his arms to his side. The alien flailed, but his attempts were sluggish and weak.

      Vrax head butted him, his forehead tingling from the contact with the bare skin, but he continued until his opponent lay still beneath him. When he jumped up, he fought the urge to put a hand to the burning skin on his head.

      Peering up at the promoters’ box, he saw the three men who’d hired him on their feet and cheering wildly. He sliced a hand across his neck to indicate that he was done fighting.

      Turning to the stands, he searched for Tori. The spot where she’d been standing at the start of the fights was empty. He scanned the nearby area and then the tunnel they’d walked out from. Panic fluttered in his stomach. She would not leave him. Not after everything. Would she?

      Despite the mania of the crowd, he reached out his mind to find her. At first, there was nothing. She must be farther away than the stadium for him not to sense her easily. Then he picked up the faintest flicker of her, and his skin went cold.

      Fear. Wherever Tori was, she was terrified.
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      Tori swallowed, the metallic tang of blood sharp in her throat. Her vision was blurry as she opened her eyes and peered through the darkness. Where was she?

      Straining her arms, she realized they were fastened over her head, the rope biting into her wrists. The last thing she remembered was watching Vrax in the fighting ring. The crowd had been so loud and raucous that she’d barely been aware of anyone approaching her, much less the two guys who’d flanked her and grabbed her arms.

      She shook her head to try to clear some of the fog in her brain. They’d jabbed her with something, the prick in her neck making everything go black before she could cry out.

      The smile. She shivered, remembering one of the guys giving her a menacing grin before her eyes had fluttered shut. A guy she recognized. One of D’Vos’ thugs, and her old crew mates.

      “Fuck,” she whispered, yanking on the restraints again. She didn’t know where she was, but if D’Vos had her, it wasn’t good.

      As her eyes adjusted to the low lighting, she could make out dark, stone walls that looked almost shiny. Wet, she thought, noticing the damp against her back. She was somewhere underground. That would explain the moldy smell, and the cool air. In one corner she spotted a stack of crates, suggesting she was somewhere not usually used for holding people captive.

      There didn’t seem to be a door anywhere, just a staircase spiraling down from above and ending in the room. Definitely a basement, but since there were no bars or cell doors, it didn’t appear to be a dungeon. There wasn’t a sound, save her own breathing and the loud thumping of her heart. She was definitely all alone. She didn’t know if she should be grateful for that or not.

      She thought about Vrax again, feeling unwanted tears spring to her eyes. Did he know she’d been taken? She doubted he saw it since he’d been in the middle of a fight, but had he sensed it? For once, she didn’t resent his ability to pick up on her feelings, although she could no longer sense his. Was she too far away, or did it mean something else? Was it possible he didn’t survive the fights?

      Tori gave her head a hard shake, making it ache from the movement. No, she refused to let herself think that. He was okay. He had to be okay. And knowing what a stubborn pain in the ass he was, Vrax was looking for her now.

      The thought gave her some comfort, even though she didn’t know how he’d find her if she was locked underground somewhere. It wasn’t like his empathic skills could be used to home in on her position, could they?

      Before she could wonder further about how Dothvek mental abilities worked, there was a creak overhead. Tori held her breath as a door opened, and heavy footsteps descended the stairs.

      D’Vos appeared at the bottom of the winding stairs, silhouetted in a shaft of light from above. His thick, black hair flowed over his shoulders and down his metal chest plate, but his arms were bare, the muscles sinewy.

      She pressed her lips together, fighting back a wave of nausea. She remembered all too well those arms holding her down as he’d rutted against her.

      “I didn’t think I’d see you again,” he said, his voice reverberating through the small room and making her shudder. “I thought you’d been smart enough to crawl under a rock somewhere so I’d never find you.”

      Tori bit back the retort she desperately wanted to make, knowing anything she said would only make things worse. And she knew very well how bad things were about to get.

      He took slow steps toward her, his gaze moving across her body as he licked his lips. “I guess I should be grateful to you. You’ve only made the pleasure greater. I like a female who fights back before I sink my cock into her.”

      “That’s because you’ve never had a woman voluntarily want to fuck you, asshole.” She knew she should keep her mouth shut, but she couldn’t help it. Hearing him brag about raping women was too much.

      He paused in front of her and let out a deep rumble of laughter. “There’s the bitch who gave me such a nice souvenir.” He touched a finger to the raised scar running down one cheek. “I was afraid you might have gone soft on me.”

      “Not a chance,” she said, spitting out the words as she glared at him.

      D’Vos closed the remaining distance between them so quickly she sucked in a breath and leaned back, her head hitting the stone. “Good. It would break my heart if you didn’t scream while I fucked you to death.”

      Tori’s skin prickled with fear, but she didn’t drop her gaze. No way was she going to let him know how terrified she was, even though she felt her legs tremble. She focused all her energy on her rage instead, imagining all the ways she would kill him when she had the chance.

      “You’re the one who’s going to die, D’Vos. I hope one lay is worth losing your life over.”

      He smiled, leaning close and stroking the side of his hand down her hair. “Really? And who’s going to kill me? You?” His gaze flicked to her hands tied above her head. “The big brute you were with last night? I don’t think so.”

      Tori’s stomach tightened at the mention of Vrax, but she tried to not let on.

      “I’m afraid he isn’t an option,” D’Vos continued. “He fought a Lantherian and came out on the losing end, I’m sorry to say.”

      Tori bit her bottom lip to keep from screaming. She knew Lantherians had skin that was toxic, but Vrax wouldn’t know that. Had he really fought one after she’d been abducted?

      No, she told herself. D’Vos was lying. He had to be. Vrax couldn’t be dead. But if he was alive, why couldn’t she feel anything from him? Her heart pounded as the possibility hit her that the Dothvek might not be coming to save her.

      “That’s right,” D’Vos said, his hand drifting from her hair down the length of her neck. “Now you understand. No one can save you this time. It’s just you and me. Until I’m done and invite the rest of the crew down to have a turn.”

      Tori lunged at him, snapping her teeth at his fingers. The thought of Vrax being gone sent rage pounding through her veins, although she refused to believe it. That Dothvek bastard was too stubborn to die.

      D’Vos jumped back, shaking his head and chuckling. “Always the temper. You know, it’s my favorite thing about you. Your lack of self-control. Not ideal in a subordinate, but perfect to fuck.”

      “Why not make it a fair fight, D’Vos?” she asked. “Untie me and you’ll have a real challenge.”

      “And get another scar?” His voice lost its jovial tone. “I don’t think so.” His arm shot out, pinning her neck against the wall. “The thing you hate most is not being in control. I promise that you won’t be in control of anything I do to you, you mouthy little bitch.”

      Tori tried to swallow, but his hand was crushing her windpipe. She gasped for breath, the sound coming from her throat thin and desperate. He relaxed his grip but did not remove his hand. Instead he kept her head pinned back as his other hand squeezed one of her breasts hard.

      She inhaled sharply, but didn’t cry out. She didn’t care what he did, she was not going to give him the satisfaction of her screams or her tears. Focusing on a spot over his head, she pressed her lips together and tried to think of anything but the Zevrian so close to her that she inhaled his foul stench with each shallow breath.

      Tori tried to open her mind to Vrax. She refused to believe he was dead. She just needed to send him her thoughts so he could find her, if his mind thing worked that way. She cursed herself, wishing she’d actually paid attention when he was going on about it.

      It didn’t matter. Vrax was alive, and he would come for her. He’d called her his mate, hadn’t he? The word, which usually made her curl her lips in revulsion, now gave her a rush of hope.

      D’Vos moved his hand roughly down her body, jamming it between her legs and making her flinch. He groped her without any finesse, his fingers thick and fumbling.

      “I hope you’re wet for me,” D’Vos said, “or this is really going to hurt.”

      She knew she wasn’t, but she didn’t make a sound. She just had to survive this so she could kill him.

      His hand moved from her crotch and he tore at her shirt, finally ramming his hand underneath it. The contact of his calloused hands on her skin made her kick her legs out.

      Her boot made contact with one of his shins, and he yelped in pain. Tori’s rush of satisfaction was short-lived, as he quickly backhanded her, sending the side of her face into the stone wall.

      Son of a bitch. She spit out a mouthful of blood, hoping she hadn’t just also spit out a tooth.

      With a deadly growl, he was on her, pulling at her clothes and trying to get his hand down her pants. She gave up any pretense of being stoic and lashed out, kicking her legs and attempting to head butt him. She dodged another slap from the back of his hand, but he pressed his forearm across her neck and leaned his full weight against her.

      “I think you may have misunderstood me.” His breath came out in jagged pants. “This is going to happen whether you’re dead or alive. It doesn’t matter to me either way, so continue to struggle, if you want me to snap your neck.”

      Tori stopped flailing, her stomach sinking. She knew D’Vos was an asshole, but she hadn’t thought he’d go so far as to actually kill her. The pressure on her throat made her see black spots, and she went still.

      I can’t kill him if I’m dead, she told herself as he ground his cock against her. And Vrax can’t find me and get me out if I’m not alive.

      Tori knew two things for sure. Vrax would come for her, and she was definitely going to kill D’Vos.
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      “You can’t stop now. Not when you’re winning.” The alien worked his bony hands as he paced in front of Vrax. The three promoters had intercepted him after he’d walked out of the stadium and into the tunnel, and now they gathered around him, faces pinched.

      “I’m done,” Vrax said, careful not to move his burning hands too much. “I need to find my mate.”

      “The female?” One of the other men stared at him in disbelief. “Isn’t she in the stands?”

      Vrax shook his head. He didn’t have time to argue with them. He knew Tori was no longer in the stadium, and he knew she was in danger. “She’s gone.”

      “Well,” the third said, his voice syrupy. “Perhaps she left for a reason. Women do not always want to be followed.”

      “That’s right.” Bony Hands snapped his fingers. “You should give her space. Go after her when you’re finished.”

      “I am finished.” Vrax pushed through them and continued down the passageway toward the holding room. “I just need my payment.”

      The aliens rushed after him, calling out reasons for him to stay.

      “Imagine how much more you’ll make if you keep fighting.”

      “You only started.”

      “The crowd loves you. You can’t let them down.”

      They followed him into the room as he pawed through his clothes—trying to ignore the pain of his damaged hands—and he glanced up at them. “Are you saying I can’t leave?”

      They seemed to shrink back from his menacing expression, shaking their heads. Apparently, his victories in the ring had impressed even the fight promoters.

      Vrax shed the loincloth costume quickly, pulling on his leather pants and releasing his hair from the topknot. He slipped his blades into his waistband, feeling more like himself, although he wished he had some healing leaves for his wounds. A pang of longing for his home planet made him sigh.

      Before the aliens could fire more protests at him, another male entered the room, his bulk talking up most of the doorway as he ambled through. Vrax assessed him quickly as someone who did not fight, but who ate well. Although the pale-haired creature was large, his girth was not muscle and his chins quivered as he moved.

      “I wanted to see the hero for myself,” he said, the smile plastered to his face strained.

      The air in the room changed, and Vrax knew instantly that his promoters knew this creature and did not like him.

      “I assume you came to pay up,” one of the three promoters said, squaring his shoulders.

      “I must admit you caught me off guard.” The large male looked Vrax up and down. “It’s been a long time since you put up a winner. How much do you want for him?”

      Vrax flexed his arms. “I am no slave.”

      The man tilted his head, his eyes narrowing. “No? You look familiar.”

      Vrax also remembered seeing him, but only out of the corner of his eye as the male had been leading his new friend Zarda away from the slave market. He hoped this slaver wouldn’t remember where he’d seen him, and he hoped he hadn’t heard of Meridia’s death.

      Bony Hands stepped forward. “Regardless, you need to pay up. He beat your two fighters fair and square.”

      “Yes.” The slaver steepled his fat fingers. “And my Lantherian, too. Quite impressive.”

      So the alien with toxic skin was called a Lantherian. Vrax made a mental note to avoid those creatures from then on.

      “You’re sure you don’t want to come work for me?” The slaver gave him a slippery smile. “I could make you rich and famous.”

      Vrax shook his head as the promoters squawked out angry protests. “Only our payment.”

      He glanced over the alien’s shoulders and spotted Zarda and several other slaves waiting in the tunnel. His chest tightened. He hated the idea of slaves and especially of the alien, Zarda, being kept by this repulsive creature. No doubt the slaver would fight him until he died.

      “You see, that’s the problem.” The alien rocked back on his heels and his stomach jiggled. “I never expected these amateurs to produce someone who would win.”

      Vrax pulled himself up to his full height, towering over the others in the room. “Is that your way of saying you do not plan to pay your debt?”

      More loud complaints from the promoters, who’d now formed a semicircle around him.

      “This will never stand.”

      “We’ll report you to the fighting commission.”

      “You’ll never set foot in Zurril again.”

      The slaver’s face reddened. “I’m sure we can work out a deal. Perhaps you can wait—”

      “No waiting,” Vrax said, cutting him off. “How much do you have?”

      The alien produced a handful of metal discs, extending them for inspection. Vrax did not know what they were—he assumed they were these credits everyone talked about—but from the gasps and mutters around him, he suspected they were not enough.

      “That’s barely more than half,” Bony Hands said, his words sounding hissed.

      Vrax did not have time for more arguments or to wait for payment. He scooped the credits out of the male’s sweaty palm and deposited most into the spindly hand of one of the others.

      “I will take this and him.” He pointed his finger at Zarda.

      The alien slaver turned and stared open-mouthed into the tunnel where the alien stood. “Him?”

      “Him?” the others repeated, the shock clear in their voices. “The first one you defeated?”

      “You have no need for him,” Vrax told the slaver. “He is not a born fighter. He will only cost you food and lose you fights. Give him to me and your debt will be paid.”

      He raised a fist to silence the others, gesturing to the credits in the thin hand. “You have been well paid for doing little more than watching.”

      They muttered, but finally nodded their agreement.

      The heavy-set alien studied him for a moment, then waved a hand. “Take him. You are right. He is worth nothing to me. Even his screams do not entertain me.”

      Vrax pushed past him, pausing outside the room to untie Zarda from the alien next to him. “You’re with me.”

      The green-skinned creature blinked at him, his gaze darting from him to the slaver and back.

      “It’s okay,” Vrax said, taking him by the elbow and propelling him forward. “I bought your freedom.”

      Zarda choked back a sob. “I do not know what to say.”

      Vrax stopped when they reached the end of the tunnel and stepped out into the teeming city again. “Say you will help me find my mate.”

      Zarda placed a hand flat in the center of his chest and gave a brief bow. “You have my word, friend.”

      Vrax scanned the stream of aliens swarming around the fighting stadium and wondered how many had been cheering for him to rip another creature apart. Although he considered himself a warrior who relished battle, this entertainment baffled him. Everything about Kurril felt wrong and foreign to him, and he desperately wanted to find Tori and escape, taking her back to his planet and keeping her safe with him in his tent.

      Of course, this was laughable. Tori would never allow herself to be hidden away. She would insist on going on every dangerous mission and fighting in any battle. Knowing her, she would probably cause a few. The thought of his mate made his stomach churn.

      “Where is this mate of yours?” Zarda asked.

      “That is the problem,” Vrax said. “I do not know, but I am sure she is in danger.”

      Zarda let out a bitter laugh. “That does not narrow it down much, since we are in the Den of Thieves.”

      “I am sure she was taken against her will during the fight. She can’t have gone very far.” Vrax attempted to quiet his mind and focus only on Tori, despite the loud buzz of the crowd and the deception and malice that seemed to pulse around him. If she was out there, he should be able to sense her.

      The voices surrounding him faded as he searched for her, holding an image of her in his head—her unruly curls, her muscular body, her curvy mouth that loved to argue with him. A rush of affection flooded him, and he swayed where he stood.

      He’d been right. She was not far. He could almost feel the chill that engulfed her and also the darkness. For a moment, he worried that she’d been buried, but then he sensed walls. She was underground a building somewhere. But where?

      He opened his eyes and took a deep breath, his head aching from the effort. Zarda stood by his side, silently waiting.

      “Do you where someone could be held underground?” Vrax asked him, hoping the alien knew more about thee city than he did.

      “I do not,” Zarda admitted after a moment’s thought. “But I know someone who will know.”

      Vrax nodded, as the alien led him through the throng of people, the masses parting when they saw Vrax.

      Hold on, he thought, as he got a flash of Tori’s fear. I’m coming.

      He would find Tori, no matter what. And he would kill the creatures who’d dared to hurt his mate.
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      Tori flinched as D’Vos ripped the shirt off her body, and she steeled herself for his unwanted touch. The cool air of the basement made her nipples harden, and she cursed her body for reacting.

      D’Vos growled and let out a throaty laugh. “That’s what I like to see. A female getting excited for me. Maybe you aren’t so reluctant, after all.”

      “Untie me and find out,” she said.

      “When I have you ready and willing for me like this?” he said, taking her nipples between his fingers and squeezing hard. “Not a chance.”

      She jerked away, but he held tight, his grip making her grit her teeth from the pain.

      “And this way, it will be easier to kill you once we’re done,” he said, his voice soft and menacing.

      “All this because I didn’t want to screw you?”

      “No.” He twisted her nipples. “All this because you left me with a scar and got me demoted.”

      Tori laughed in spite of the situation. “The captain demoted you? I’m surprised he cared about how many women his crew raped.”

      “He didn’t care about that. He cared that he lost a crew mate who was still paying off her debt.”

      That made more sense, not that she ever would have been able to work off the debt she owed for getting passage off the Zevrian home world. Which was probably exactly why the captain had deemed her so valuable.

      “That’s okay,” D’Vos said, grasping a breast in each hand and kneading them so roughly tears sprang to her eyes. “You’ll pay it off with me, instead.”

      She tried to envision all the ways she could kill him to keep her mind off what was happening. First she’d strangle him until his face turned blue, then she’d kick him in the balls until those fell off. The thought almost made her smile.

      Her mind wandered to Vrax. She hoped he found her before they killed her. She knew enough about his sense of honor and loyalty to know that he’d never forgive himself, and she hated the thought of him suffering. She also hated the idea of never seeing him again. The barbarian might drive her crazy, but he was the only man she’d ever felt she could rely on. The only one she’d ever trusted.

      Tori closed her eyes as she heard D’Vos fumbling with his pants, pulling her arms desperately against the bindings one last time. She turned her head as his body pressed against hers, his chest armor scraping her breasts. His breathing was heavy, and he grunted as he tugged at her pants.

      Then his body went rigid, and he made a small gurgling noise. Did he really come already? She opened her eyes to see his eyes wide and blood trickling out of his mouth, as he slid down to the floor.

      Her heart hammered in her chest as she looked past D’Vos’ dead body and the curved blade sticking out of his back. Vrax stood at the bottom of the stairs, his face dark with fury.

      “You came,” she said, her voice cracking. She’d never been as happy to see anyone in her life, even if she was half naked and tied to a wall.

      “I found her, Zarda,” Vrax called up. “Stay there, and I’ll bring her up.”

      She didn’t know who he was talking to, but she didn’t care. He was there, and D’Vos was dead. He’d tracked her down, even though she was tied up in some dark basement. He’d found her, despite everything.

      Vrax crossed the room in a few long strides, kicking the Zevrian’s body out of the way. He stroked the tip of one finger gently down her cheek. “Did he harm you?”

      Her pulse fluttered. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      His eyes searched her face, touching a tender spot on her cheekbone. “My tough mate.”

      She didn’t argue with him. She was so happy he was there, she would have agreed to just about anything he said. “You mind untying me?”

      He carefully unwound the ropes from her wrists and pulled them from the iron rings attached to the walls.

      She rubbed her hands to bring feeling back to them. “Where the hell am I, anyway?”

      Vrax’s menacing expression returned. “A place where they bring slaves when they’re moving them through the city.”

      “And how did you know to look here?”

      He motioned overhead. “Zarda knows someone who specializes in rescuing slaves. Once he gave us some options, I was able to narrow it down to where I felt you.”

      “Where you felt me?”

      “I told you.” He smoothed a curl of her forehead using the back of one hand. “You are mine. I can sense you now.”

      “I don’t know if I’d say I’m yours—” she started to argue, but was stopped when he lowered his mouth to hers, kissing her gently and sending a jolt through her body. His desire surged through her, his feelings so tender that her arms went instinctively around his neck. Okay, maybe there was something to this mind connection thing after all.

      He pulled away, breathing heavy. “We should get you out of here.”

      “What about the rest of the crew? D’Vos said they were all going to… well, he said there were more of them upstairs.”

      Anger pulsed through him, as he cut his eyes to the dead body. “All dead.”

      She raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You and this Zarda killed them all?”

      “Mostly me,” Vrax said. “It was not hard. They were drunk, and I was angry.”

      Tori suspected that was an understatement as she could feel the remnants of his fury vibrating off of him. She could imagine what he might be like when he was really angry, and she almost felt sorry for the crew he’d killed. Almost.

      “Come. We should leave before any more arrive.”

      She glanced down at her bare breasts, the shreds of her shirt hanging from her shoulders. “I can’t exactly walk around Zurril like this.”

      “No, you cannot.” He frowned, his anger clearly building again. “It is enough that another male saw you and put his hands on you, but I will cut down—”

      Tori put a hand on his chest. Calming down people usually wasn’t her strong suit, but the last thing they needed was Vrax going through the Den of Thieves murdering anyone who looked at her. “It’s over. You killed him. He won’t hurt me or anyone ever again.”

      He met her gaze, his eyes flashing. “You do not understand. It is my job as your mate to protect you, and I let another male take you and touch you.”

      “Whoa.” She pushed him back. “First of all, it isn’t your job to protect me. I’ve protected myself and my crew long before you showed up. And you didn’t let anything happen. D’Vos was an asshole who got the drop on me. End of story. So stop thinking that everything is about you, pretty boy.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “If you are my mate, you are mine to protect.”

      “Who says I’m your mate?” Why had she forgotten how arrogant and pushy he was?

      “I do.” His voice shook, but the hand he put on her waist was gentle.

      She realized that his voice wasn’t shaking with rage, it was shaking with fear. The same fear he’d felt when he’d been searching for her and the same fear she’d felt when she thought he might not find her in time.

      She rested her own hand on top of his. “Do you think you could tone it down with the whole mate thing?”

      His scowl softened. “For now.”

      She let out a breath, glad to sense him calming. Of course, the fact that she could so easily feel his emotions didn’t do anything but strengthen his argument. An argument she knew would be continued later.

      He glanced at his own naked chest, then his gaze went to D’Vos. He flipped the man over, unhooking his chest armor and sliding it out from under him, his movements jerky.

      “You want me to wear that?” she asked when he held it out.

      “There does not seem to be another option. Zarda and I are not wearing shirts, and the other dead soldiers were wearing the same thing.”

      She shrugged and let him lower it over her head then tighten the side straps so that little of her skin showed. The metal pinched her breasts, but she didn’t care. She preferred anything over the feel of D’Vos’ rough hands.

      Vrax let out a dark rumble, and she realized that he was probably picking up on what she was thinking about.

      “New rule,” she said, wagging a finger at him. “No more messing with my brain.”

      “I am not messing with your brain,” he said. “Mating has made our bond stronger. I cannot help but feel what you are feeling.”

      “Considering that both of us have awful tempers, this isn’t going to be a problem at all,” she muttered.

      “Is everything okay, friend?” A voice called down from the top of the stairs.

      “On our way up,” Vrax called back, taking her hand as if it was breakable and leading her.

      She didn’t object to holding his hand, the warm buzz of his skin on hers comforted her and made her feel safe, which was a new sensation. When they reached the top of the stairs, she saw an alien with dark-green skin standing amid a pile of bodies.

      “You’re from the fighting ring,” she said when she remembered where she’d seen him.

      The creature gave her a small bow with his hand on his chest. “Zarda, son of Kartok, at your service.”

      She glanced at Vrax and did a double take. In the light, she could see that he was hurt—part of his forehead looked like it had been badly burned. “Wait… What happened to you?”

      “A Lantherian,” he said, pulling his hand from hers and holding his red palms face up.

      So D’Vos hadn’t been completely lying. That explained why he moved his hands so gingerly when he’d untied her and taken the armor off D’Vos. Her chest constricted at the thought of Vrax fighting the toxic creature and being burned all so they could get money and get off Zurril. “Did you win?”

      He gave her a cocky grin. “Of course. Your mate always wins.”

      She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her lips. “You’re still an arrogant ass.”

      “And you are still an impossible female.”
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      Vrax poked his head out of the door behind Zarda. The air had changed since they’d been inside rescuing Tori. Instead of the usual heat that hung over the city, the temperature had dropped, and dark clouds covered the single sun. Instead of the puffs of white he was used to on his home world, these were swirling and gray, spinning quickly and forming cone shapes that dipped low to the ground, before rising again.

      “Asaras,” he whispered. He’d seen these clouds only once before, moving across the rocky ridge that separated the sands from their enemy back home.

      “Black twists,” Zarda said, adding when Vrax glanced at him. “That’s what my people call them. Very dangerous if you’re under them.”

      It didn’t take long for Vrax to understand why, as he saw a cloud lift tiles off a roof and spin them around in its wind funnel. He looked over his shoulder to the dead bodies littering the floor of the house. No matter how deadly it was outside, they couldn’t stay there for much longer.

      “We need to get out of the city,” he said, as Tori pressed up next to him.

      “We need to lay low,” she countered. “You’re injured. I’m weak. We’ve still barely eaten. We’re in no shape to steal Mourad’s ship like this.”

      He saw her gaze shift to Zarda, her hesitation evident. He didn’t entirely blame her. This alien was unknown to her—and virtually unknown to him, as well—but he had never sensed deception from Zarda. And the creature had walked with him into a house with heavily armed mercenaries without thinking twice. He knew instinctively that he could trust Zarda with his life and that of his mate.

      “I know where you can lay low,” Zarda said. “A place where no one will look twice at you and no one will give you up.”

      Vrax clasped a hand on the creature’s arm and nodded. “We will follow you, my friend.”

      Zarda motioned for them to fall in behind him as he started down the street, hugging the stone walls of the buildings. People were scurrying past, darting panicked looks over their shoulders, as the noise of the storm grew louder.

      Vrax tightened his hold on her hand, even though his was burned. The twinge of pain was nothing compared to the comforting feeling of her skin against his. She put her other hand on his forearm and stayed close to him, her body heat warming the bare arm pressed against his.

      They rounded the corner, dodging a large male. Tori jerked back, and when he turned, the alien in body armor had a hand on her shoulder.

      He could tell they were the same species, the arch of bumps over their eyebrows a dead giveaway. The two Zevrians also shared the same menacing glare.

      “I thought I recognized that hair.” His voice was so low it barely carried over the wind. His gaze flicked to her hair sticks covered in dried blood. “And those.”

      “MaVon,” she said, uttering his name like a curse. “Or, should I say, Captain?”

      This must be the captain she’d mentioned. The one who’d given her passage off her home world, but had made her an indentured servant on his mercenary ship to pay off her debt.

      “I believe you owe me something,” he said moments before he gaze fell to her armor, and his eyes widened.

      Vrax stepped between them, forcing MaVon’s arm down. He was taller and broader than the Zevrian, but he did not wear the body armor of the captain. He also did not have a blaster like the one he saw hooked to the captain’s belt. That did not matter, he told himself. He could take the warrior down before he touched a finger to the blaster.

      “That female belongs to me,” MaVon said, his eyes on Vrax.

      Vrax growled. “That is where you are mistaken. She is my mate and belongs to no other male but me.”

      Tori’s irritation was almost palpable and he could nearly hear her furious words in his head, protesting about being claimed by both men like livestock.

      As they faced off, neither flinching, a spinning column of air touched down behind them. Dust whirled around and a wooden door flew off its hinges, striking MaVon squarely in the back.

      He and Tori jumped back as the Zevrian hit the ground, knocked out cold by the flying object.

      “Come on,” Zarda yelled, his voice high and thin over the roar of the wind.

      Vrax tugged Tori behind him, casting a final glance back at the inert body of her former commander. He hoped the warrior was dead. If not, he was one more person on Zurril who would be looking for them, especially if he discovered that his first officer and a number of his crew had been murdered steps away from where he’d seen them.

      They ran through the city as debris whipped around them, Vrax keeping her tucked behind his body. The dirt stung his face as it was lifted off the ground, and he was briefly reminded of the sand storms on his planet.

      Zarda took them around the center of the city and through back alleys, which was fine by him. All the most popular cantinas, pleasure houses, and fighting rings were in the center, and he’d had his fill of all of them. The farther away, the better.

      By the time they’d reached the outskirts of the city where the streets were wider and the buildings further apart, they were all breathing hard. Few people were on the streets there, and Vrax felt some of the tension leave his body. The chances of Mourad’s crew or anyone from Tori’s old crew being outside the city were slim, although it also struck him that they were far away from the ship yard and the only way off Zurril. He decided to worry about that later.

      Zarda pointed to a cluster of metal pods huddled past the last city building. They didn’t look like permanent structures, more like things that could be moved, which was confirmed as they got closer by the wheels underneath each capsule-shaped pod. A large battered space ship was parked off to the side, its hull rusted and covered in dents. Even though it looked ancient, it also appeared large enough to carry all the mobile pods.

      “What is this?” Tori asked.

      “Travelers,” Zarda said, a smile cracking his face.

      “Like space gypsies?” Tori asked.

      “What are space gypsies?” Vrax looked from Zarda to Tori, noticing how different their reactions were to the phrase.

      “Aliens who are not accepted by their species for one reason or another,” Zarda said. “They band together to form a safe traveling unit.”

      “They’re criminals,” Tori said.

      Zarda frowned at her. “Misinformation meant to scare people and create distrust. They do not commit crimes. They make money by performing, or providing services not usually available.”

      “Freak shows and sorcerers,” Tori muttered, her eyebrows pressed together as she eyed the metal caravan.

      Zarda shrugged. “Many creatures with special abilities are not accepted. They don’t ask for anything but to be left alone and allowed to make a living.”

      “How do you know them?” Vrax asked.

      “I am one of them. I was taken by a slaver when I wandered into the wrong part of Zurril.” Zarda resumed walking toward the community, his head high.

      “You made friends with a gypsy?” Tori asked him.

      “I made friends with an honest creature.” Vrax followed Zarda, and pulled Tori along with him. “It does not matter to me if he is a traveler or a gypsy. I thought your own crew was made up of different types of females.”

      She muttered something he couldn’t hear, and he knew he’d made a point she didn’t like.

      A few aliens emerged from the pods, beaming when they saw Zarda, their expressions faltering when they spotted him and Tori. Zarda embraced them, talking quickly and gesturing behind him.

      Vrax nudged her as he smiled. “Try not to look like you want to eat them.”

      She shot him a look, but attempted to smile. He almost laughed. Her forced grimace was almost more terrifying than her scowl.

      A creature that reminded Vrax of a sand mantis stepped forward to greet them, his jaw shifting and his thin, jointed arms rubbing together. “Welcome. Zarda says you are the reason he has returned to us and is not dead in a fighting ring.”

      Vrax inclined his head slightly. “We helped each other.”

      “Then you are welcome here.” The creature’s voice sounded like a series of clicks, and Vrax was once again glad for the translator device hooked behind his ear that Tori’s crew had given him.

      Zarda rejoined them, waving for them to follow. “I have explained that you need to lay low and rest where no one would think to look for you.” He led them to a unit with metal steps leading up to a rounded door. “That is here.”

      Vrax thanked him again and walked up the steps, opening the door and holding it so Tori could enter before him.

      “If you say ‘ladies first’ I’ll rip your nuts off,” she told him as she walked inside.

      He exchanged a look with Zarda, who only grinned at him. “I wish you all the luck in the universe, friend.”

      Vrax sighed. “I suspect I will need it.”
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      “Let’s get a few things straight,” Tori said, spinning around as she heard the door close.

      She’d walked almost as far as she could go inside the compact space, and her legs were hitting up against the large bed that took up the entire back half. Her hair brushed the top of the ceiling, and she saw that Vrax couldn’t stand up straight.

      Despite how cramped it was inside, with only a bed, a pair of low fabric poofs she assumed were used for seating, and a small, half-moon table, the place was neat, and it smelled clean. The furniture—what little there was—looked well-used, but the air held a flowery scent. The surface of the wooden table was polished to a sheen, and a brightly colored blanket was smoothed flat across the bed.

      Vrax took a step toward her, closing the gap between them and making her wish she could back up. “You have objections to how I saved you?”

      She curled her hands into fists. The man was infuriating. “I’m grateful that you saved me. I have objections to the idea that you have some sort of claim on me; that you own me.”

      “This again?” he reached for her armor, fiddling with the straps on one side.

      She swatted at him. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      He stopped, but did not move his hands. “Do you plan to sleep in this?”

      She glanced down at the metal plating. “Well, no, but I don’t need you to take it off me.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “You think you can get these off? They require two hands and your hand cannot reach under your own armpit.”

      She hated that he was right and lifted her arms. “Fine, but don’t think this changes anything.”

      “I would never think that,” he said, his hands working slowly, but expertly, to unhook the straps.

      She suspected he was being a smartass, but she also didn’t know if the barbarians did sarcasm.

      He worked quickly, considering his raw palms, and she was grateful for that. She didn’t want to be in D’Vos’s armor for a moment longer than she had to. Although he barely brushed her skin, the contact felt electric. She clenched her jaw to keep from shuddering, but he didn’t make a comment.

      After he lifted the armor over her head and dropped it to the floor, he sucked in a breath. “What did he do to you?”

      Tori looked down at the bruises blooming across her breasts and the scrapes around her nipples. That explained why her chest was so sore. She crossed her arms over herself, her cheeks warming. “I told you, I’m fine.”

      The hands that had been reaching for her dropped. “I shouldn’t have killed him so quickly.”

      “You should have let me kill him,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion she didn’t know had been bubbling under the surface.

      “I am sorry.” Vrax touched her hair gently.

      His soft tone and careful touch were almost worse than the bruises. Her hand snapped up, and she met his eyes. “I’m not fragile, you know. I’m a warrior who’s been through worse than this.”

      He shook his head. “No battle is as bad as what he did.”

      Her throat constricted. Vrax was right. She’d take a thousand bloody battles over feeling powerless while that asshole had violated her. She tried to jerk away, but Vrax pulled her into his arms.

      “You are safe now. No one will ever make you feel like that again. I won’t let them.”

      She let her body relax against his, although she shook her head. “You can’t promise that.”

      His hands caressed her bare back, but his voice was deadly. “I can vow to you that I will die before I let anyone lay a hand on you again.”

      She’d never been able to trust a man, but as much as she didn’t want to, she trusted this one. She knew he was telling her the truth. She could sense the absolute honesty of his words. “I know you would, but I don’t want anyone to die for me.”

      He made a clicking noise in the back of his throat. “That is not something you get to choose. You are my mate. A Dothvek only gets one mate they truly bond with, mind and soul. You are mine. You were always meant to be mine, and it is my duty to defend you.”

      Wow. Zevrians didn’t have anything close to that when it came to partners. It was more like everyone for themselves, and sex only for release. For a moment, she wondered who the barbarians really were. Not these gorgeous, empathic aliens who would die for honor, that was for damn sure.

      She swallowed, but her throat was thick. “Then it goes both ways. If you die for me, then I die for you.”

      He shifted from one foot to the other. “That is not usually how it works.”

      “That’s how it works with me, pretty boy.”

      He laughed. “Then that’s how it will be, my wild mate.”

      Rubbing her hand over his chest, a pulse of heat throbbed between her legs. As much as she hated the idea of anyone possessing her, there was something sexy about being called his mate. She dug her fingernails into his firm flesh, and felt him stiffen.

      Bracing herself for him to bend her over the table or tear her pants down, she was startled when he scooped her up in his arms and lay her carefully across the bed.

      “What the fuck was that? I thought I told you I don’t break.”

      “Just because you are tough, does not mean I always want to take you rough,” he said, lowering himself so that his arms were on either side of her. His voice was a dark purr, the sound sending shivers skating down her spine, and his hair cascaded over his shoulders.

      Her stomach did a flip as he locked eyes with her, his gaze hot. Her mouth went dry. She wasn’t used to men who didn’t like it hard and fast. She didn’t know how to respond to tenderness, and it made panic flutter in her chest.

      She hooked her legs around his waist. “I thought you wanted to fuck me.”

      “I do,” he said, not rising to the bait, but instead lowering his lips to hers and giving her a slow, sensuous kiss that left her breathless. “But not yet.”

      He kissed her again, his tongue teasing her with slow circles. She clawed at his chest to spur him on, but he took her hands and pinned them over her head.

      “I thought I made it clear that I want to take my time,” he said when she attempted to pull her arms from his grasp. “I did not get to explore you well enough in the dark or on the dirty floor.”

      He moved his mouth down her neck, nipping her skin and making heat roll through her body. His tongue traced a line down the hollow of her throat, and his face hovered over her chest.

      Despite her bruises, she wanted him to touch her. She needed his touch to remove the invisible marks D’Vos had left on her and replace the feel of those cruel, callused hands with the warmth of his mouth.

      He growled low, obviously sensing what she wanted. He released her hands, and she buried them in his hair.

      “You are sure?” he asked, the barely controlled restraint evident in his voice.

      “Very,” she said, arching her back so that one nipple grazed his lips.

      He took the pebbled flesh in his mouth, and the wet heat made her moan. He sucked her so gently that she thrust her breast higher, wanting, needing more.

      “Harder,” she begged, tangling her hands in his long hair and tugging at it.

      Cupping both breasts in his large palms, he sucked one tight point and then the other until she was writhing beneath him. Digging her nails into his scalp, she jerked his head up. “I want your cock in me now.”

      He only gave her a crooked grin as he moved down her body, kissing her stomach lazily. He slipped her pants down over her hips, and she kicked them off the rest of the way. When he finally parted her legs, he settled his head between them. “Not before I get to taste you, mate.”

      Tori moved her hands to his shoulders, trying to yank him up. “You’re doing this on purpose to torture me.”

      He spread her folds and dragged his tongue through them. “This is torture?”

      Her eyes fluttered. “It is when I want you to fuck me.”

      “Anyone can fuck.” He found her clit and flicked his tongue over it. “I want to feel you come on my tongue. I want to see you lose control and surrender to your own pleasure completely. Then I will fill you with my cock and watch you surrender to me.”

      “Cocky bastard,” she whispered, her hands dropping to the blanket underneath her and fisting large handfuls. “You’re assuming I want any of that.”

      He ran a finger through her folds and slipped it inside. “I know you want it, mate. I can feel you, remember?”

      Damn empath. She moaned as he swirled his tongue over her clit, moving his thick finger in and out at the same time. Sensations barreled through her, his pleasure filling her mind as well as her own. She could sense how much he loved the taste of her, and his arousal as he savored her slickness only fired her blood even more.

      Tori wrapped her legs over his shoulders and let her knees fall open.

      “That’s right, mate,” he said, his words buzzing against her sensitive skin as he slid his hands under her ass cheeks. “I want you hot and ready.”

      He slid a second thick finger inside her, and she wiggled her hips as he stretched her.

      “Such a tough warrior, but so wet and tight for me.” He put his mouth back on her clit and sucked hard as he pumped both fingers.

      Her release hit with startling force, her body bucking against him as she clenched tight around his fingers. She grew her head back and screamed his name as pleasure roared through her. It was like her entire body was shattering, the ecstasy ripping her apart as she knifed up.

      When she finally sagged back on the bed, she was trembling. “I’ve never…”

      “I know,” he said, crawling up next to her on the bed and pulling her into his arms. “No one’s ever tortured you like that.”

      “No one,” she agreed, knowing deep in her heart that no one else ever would.
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      Vrax curled his arm underneath his head as the sun warmed his face. It must be early, he thought, because the air was not yet hot and dry.

      The sands felt firmer than usual, and he didn’t hear the soft jingle of the bells that lined the flap of his tent. Taking a deep breath, his nose twitched at the flowery scent. His tent had never smelled flowery. It had occasionally smelled musty when he’d left wet animals skins out, but it had never smelled like blossoms.

      He opened his eyes. He was not staring at the top of his peaked tent. He was looking up at a low metal ceiling with large flakes of rust curling down. The light streamed in, not from gaps in tent fabric, but from high windows along the sides that were covered with thin curtains.

      It took him a few moments to remember that he and Tori were inside one of the traveler’s caravans. His mind went instantly to the fierce female, and he calmed when he felt her curled up against his side. Looking down, he saw that she was naked, one roped arm draped across his chest and a muscular leg hooked around his calf.

      Vrax lifted the arm that was underneath her, turning his palm face up to see that his skin had healed considerably during the night. He then stroked his hand down the small of her back. Her breath was soft and even against his skin, and he was glad she still slept soundly. Despite insisting the night before that she wanted him to fuck her all night long, she’d drifted to sleep almost immediately after screaming his name and collapsing.

      He hadn’t minded. It was more important that she rest and heal. He had the rest of their lives to bury his cock in her, a pleasure he intended to experience often.

      A quiet tap on the door pulled him from his thoughts. He slipped out from under Tori, covered her with the blanket they’d slept on top of, and went to the door, cracking its slightly before stepping outside to join Zarda.

      While the light was diffused through the caravan windows, outside it was bright, the sun almost directly above. He put a hand over his eyes to protect them from the glare.

      “Good morning, my friend,” the alien said, his smile wide and a little amused. “I trust you had an enjoyable night.”

      Vrax suspected the caravans were about as soundproof as the tents back home. “We rested well. Thank you. But I do not think it is morning any longer, is it?”

      Zarda grinned and extended a tray. “We saved you some breakfast. Nothing fancy. Unleavened bread and a bitter stimulant that the residents of Zurril favor.” He made a face that told Vrax it was not something he preferred.

      Vrax took the tray, inhaling the scent wafting up from the basket of bread and the murky red substance in the two steaming cups.

      “But I really came to give you some information,” Zarda said. “Something some of our people picked up on the streets this morning.”

      They really had missed most of the day, although after their ordeal of the past few days, Vrax knew he and Tori had both needed to recuperate.

      “Good news or bad?” he asked.

      Zarda shrugged. “You will decide. The two biggest ships in the ship yard have applied to leave tomorrow at first light.”

      “The two biggest ships?”

      “One belongs to the bounty hunters who brought you into the slave market,” Zarda told him. “The other belongs to a crew that suffered significant casualties while on Zurril.”

      Vrax knew exactly who that was. His hands clenched around the sides of the tray and the metal dug into his already scarred palms. The males who’d taken Tori. The ones he’d killed. The captain who had stopped them and been injured in the storm. Vrax guessed he’d survived, after all.

      “Once they leave, you should be safe,” Zarda said.

      Vrax nodded, but his mind whirred. Once those ships left, there would be fewer in the Den of Thieves searching for them, but Zarda didn’t know about Meridia. Even if no one saw Tori enter the pleasure house, they’d seen him being purchased by the madam.

      His alien friend also didn’t know about Tori’s plan to get revenge on Mourad and steal his ship. Once the ship left, that opportunity would leave with it.

      Part of him wanted to keep this information to himself. If Tori didn’t know, she couldn’t run off and attempt something foolish and dangerous like she usually did. Mourad would leave, and she would have to be satisfied with never exacting her vengeance. He frowned, knowing that would never happen. If he knew the female at all, he knew she might spend the rest of her life hunting down the bounty hunter.

      He sighed. “Thank you for telling me.”

      Zarda gave him a sad smile. “I suspected it would not be so simple for you. You will not be staying with us, my friend? We could always use a barbarian warrior as part of our show.”

      Warmth flooded Vrax’s chest at the alien’s kind offer. “You are generous, but I’m afraid our life is elsewhere.”

      Zarda nodded. “You always have a home with the travelers. And, if by any chance you need to move through the city without being seen, I have a suggestion.”

      Vrax listened to his suggestion, thanked him again, and went back into the caravan, trying to think how to tell Tori in a way that she would not leap up and run outside with her weapons drawn.

      He backed in, turning once the door had clicked shut. Tori was no longer sleeping soundly as he’d left her. She sat up in bed, the colorful blanket tucked under the arms that were folded across her chest.

      “How could you even consider not telling me?”

      Vrax nearly dropped the tray. “How did you—?”

      “This thing works both ways, you know.” She tapped a finger to her temple. “You woke me up with your worrying and scheming.”

      Vrax placed the tray on the table and crossed his own arms over his chest. “Dothveks do not scheme. I was thinking of how I could convince you that it would be foolish to risk your life over Mourad again.”

      “Dothveks may not scheme, but I know they get revenge. I thought you wanted to get back at Mourad, too.”

      “Not if it means losing you.”

      “We have to get back to your planet somehow,” she said. “Stealing Mourad’s ship is our best bet.”

      “We can steal another ship,” he argued. “A smaller ship with a crew that doesn’t have multiple reasons to kill us both.”

      Tori scooted to the edge of the bed, dragging the blanket with her. She picked up one of the cups and took a sip. “Are you going soft on me?”

      “Dothvek warriors do not go soft,” he said, trying to keep his anger in check. How did this female make him want to hit something, but also make him want to bury his cock in her?

      She grabbed a piece of bread, tearing off a bite and swallowing it. “Good. Then that means we’re going after Mourad.”

      “Your old captain is still on Zurril.”

      “He survived?” Tori paused with the flat bread halfway to her mouth.

      Vrax didn’t answer her, but took a piece of bread for himself. “Not to mention, there may be someone out there who can place one or both of us with Meridia before she died.”

      “So the odds aren’t in our favor,” she said, putting down the cup and drumming her fingers on her leg. “I wish we had Bexli or even that little turdball, Pog.”

      He tilted his head at her. He did not remember her crew member named Pog.

      “The shapeshifter and her dog,” she said. “Well, not really a dog. A Lycithian shape shifting pet of some sort. Fluffy green thing.”

      Now he remembered. “I did not know it was named Pog. Why would he be useful to us now?”

      “Our plans to nab bounties usually involve Bexli, and sometimes Pog, shifting into something to scare someone or create a distraction. It’s pretty helpful.” Tori took another gulp of the red liquid. “This shit really is awful. I thought that coffee stuff that Danica likes was bad, but this is so much worse.”

      Vrax knelt down in front of her. “Is there any way to keep you from doing this that doesn’t involve tying you up?”

      She lunged to her feet, but he pushed her back down.

      “I did not say I was going to tie you up.” He took her hands and traced his fingers over the red marks still emblazoned across her wrists. “If I tie you up, it will only be for pleasure, mate.”

      Her pulse quickened under his fingertips, but she lifted her chin slightly. “How do you know I’d even like that?”

      He grinned. “Because I can feel your arousal just from the mention of it.”

      “I’d like you a lot more if you were less cocky.”

      Her desire flared hot enough for his own heart to beat faster. “No, you wouldn’t.”

      Tori rolled her eyes, but didn’t correct him. “There’s nothing you can say to talk me out of it, Vrax.”

      He closed his larger hands over hers. “That is what I thought. If you insist on leaving and stealing Mourad’s ship, we need a way to get through the city and onto his ship without getting caught.”

      She opened her mouth, but he put a finger over it.

      “Zarda had a suggestion that I think will work, but you may not like it.”

      Tori pushed his finger away. “If the plan ends with us in Mourad’s ship and him stranded on Zurril, I’m game.”

      Vrax sat back on his heels, appraising his mate. “I am glad you feel that way.”
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      “This is ridiculous,” Tori said, as Vrax adjusted one of the black, filmy veils that covered her head. She pulled down the one below her eyes, disliking the feeling of breathing through fabric, even if it was sheer.

      “You said you wanted to move through the city without being spotted.” Vrax stepped back and gave her a once-over, his mouth quirking up before he resumed his serious expression. “No one who’d ever seen you before would think this is you.”

      “For good reason. It’s absurd. Who would wear something like this?”

      She grabbed handfuls of the layered skirt that sat low on her hips and shook it at the Dothvek. Even though the fabric was silky, it felt foreign against her skin, after a lifetime of wearing practical clothing that befitted a warrior.

      “Traveling performers. We should be grateful to Zarda and his friends for giving us the disguises.”

      “Sure, you’re grateful,” Tori mumbled. “You get to wear that.”

      She waved a hand at him. Why didn’t she get to wear something like Vrax wore? The wide-legged pants he’d exchanged for his snug leather ones were colorful, and the wide belt encrusted with sparkling stones, but instead of a veil, he wore a black head covering that wrapped around his hair and draped down the front of his chest on both sides. Just because she was a woman she had to dress in so many layers and veils that she could barely move or breathe?

      “It is not because you are a female,” he said, answering the question she hadn’t yet voiced, and giving her another reason to be annoyed. “It is because too many in Zurril know your face, and none of them would ever suspect you of dressing like this.”

      She grumbled, but she knew he was right. She hated when he was right.

      He reached underneath her skirt and touched the blade he’d strapped to her thigh. “And no one would suspect a female dressed like you to have this.”

      The heat of his fingers left scorch marks when he pulled away, and Tori tried to ignore the warmth tingling between her legs. She needed to focus on their mission, not get distracted again by his magical touch.

      Returning the veil to its position underneath her eyes, she sighed. “Whoever wore this before me really liked scented oils. I feel like I’m trapped inside a spice market under here.”

      Vrax smoothed an errant curl under her head covering. “I think you smell good enough to eat.”

      All the blood in her body rushed south, but she gave him a severe look. “Don’t even think about it. I’m not putting all these layers back on again.”

      He ran a finger down her bare stomach and dipped it underneath the beaded waistband of the skirt. “Who said anything about removing them?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me this shit gets you off? You prefer your women dressed up like dancers?”

      “I do not prefer women. I only prefer you, but I do not mind seeing you in this costume.” His fingertip tickled her skin as he dragged his finger underneath the top of the skirt, making her pulse flutter.

      She closed her hand over his. “Once we’re on a ship heading back to both our people, we can celebrate. Until then, warrior, the mission is our focus.”

      He straightened his shoulders. “It is simple. Get to the shipyard. Steal aboard Mourad’s ship, and depart for my home world.”

      Well, when you put it like that it sounds easy, she thought. She knew that plans were never as simple in actuality as they were in theory.

      “Since Mourad leaves at first light, he and his crew will be enjoying one last night in the city. We can count on most of them drinking and whoring, but Mourad will leave at least a few men on board as guards.”

      Vrax put his hand on the hilt of his blade. “A few men will be dispatched quickly.”

      Tori agreed. A few men were nothing compared to the numbers they’d both taken out over the past couple of days. She only hoped they didn’t arouse the suspicions of the Kurril shipyard guards. The idea of vessels chasing them after takeoff was not a pleasant one.

      Vrax picked up a pack that contained their other clothing and hooked it over one shoulder. “We should move. The sun will set soon.”

      Even though there was less chance of being recognized in the dark, the Den of Thieves became more deadly after nightfall. They wanted to get as close to the shipyard as possible before the bars began to overflow and the slave traders started picking people off the streets.

      “Remember,” he told her as they left the caravan and walked down the steps. “Everyone will think we’re travelers, so they should leave us alone, but stay close to my side.”

      Before she could snap back, Zarda approached, beaming.

      “You look as good as any of us,” he said. “It is too bad you insist on leaving. You could have a good life performing as a desert warrior and his beautiful bride.”

      Vrax stilled her indignant response by clutching her hand tightly. He bowed to Zarda. “We are grateful for the clothes and for the sanctuary.”

      “Yes,” Tori said, aware that the alien had taken a great risk harboring two fugitives. “Thank you.”

      Zarda shook his head. “I am thankful for my freedom.”

      “I doubt we will meet again, friend,” Vrax said, “but you are always welcome on my home world.”

      “Don’t visit unless you like lots of sand,” Tori mumbled.

      Zarda grinned, his gaze darting between them. “I suspect you will be very happy together, sand or no sand.”

      Vrax threaded his fingers through hers, sending warmth radiating up her arm and causing her heart to beat faster. She thought about what would happen when they returned to his home world. They couldn’t exactly be together if he stayed there and she and her crew left. She pushed the thought from her mind. It was a distraction she didn’t need, and one she couldn’t afford to worry about then.

      After giving another series of bows to Zarda, they turned and walked away from the camp and toward the city.

      Tori glanced over her shoulder at the dark-green creature watching them go, and saw other figures appearing from caravans to join him. She gave a final look at the metal pod where they’d spent some memorable hours. Hours she hadn’t been cold or hungry or on the run.

      “Sorry to leave?” Vrax asked, peering down at her.

      “Not sorry we stayed there,” she said, “but I’m ready as hell to get off this planet.”

      They entered the outskirts of the city, walking briskly through the streets that got busier and narrower the deeper they went. The sun dipped low behind the rooftops, sending shadows reaching across the dirty paving stones. The cacophony of voices grew as they passed each open doorway, laughter and screams spilling out along with stumbling patrons.

      Tori kept her head down, sticking close to Vrax and hoping she disappeared behind his considerable bulk. With his costume, he looked even more imposing, and they were given a wide berth. Her costume seemed to bunch between her legs as she walked and the strappy sandals made her feet sore. She was just glad she didn’t have to wear a get-up like this all the time, and she felt sorry for the women who did. Frankly, she felt sorry for just about any woman on Zurril.

      After what seemed like forever, she recognized the area surrounding the shipyards and spotted the large stone gateway. She hitched up her skirt, touching the blade on her thigh through the fabric and feeling comforted by its presence.

      Vrax stopped and pulled them over to the side, assessing the flow in and out of the gate.

      “Hey, you.” The voice sounded familiar, and she looked down for the source. It was the street boy who’d helped her located Meridia’s house.

      Tori glanced around, not sure if he was talking to her.

      “Yeah, the lady in black,” he said, giving her a quick up and down. “You’re the one from the slave market. The one who was looking for Meridia.”

      She put a finger over her lips, or over the veil over her lips. “Keep it down, kid. How did you know it was me?”

      The dirty boy shrugged. “A girl who moves like a boy. It wasn’t hard.”

      Vrax stifled a snort next to her, and she elbowed him.

      “You know this child?” he asked, rubbing his side where she’d jabbed him.

      “He helped me find you when you were sold off to that witch,” Tori said.

      Vrax looked at him solemnly. “You have my thanks, young one.”

      The boy swiped at his nose. “I don’t want thanks. I want to go with you.”

      “Go with…? What do…? How…?” Tori spluttered.

      Vrax squeezed her hand. “Why do you think we’re going somewhere?”

      The boy motioned to the gate, behind which sat the shipyard. “The way you’re watching that. And you’re dressed all funny. I figure you’re up to something, and that something probably has to do with getting off Zurril.” He shrugged. “I guess I’d want to get out of here, too, if I’d done what you did to Meridia.”

      Shit. Tori exchanged a look with Vrax. The kid was smart.

      “And you want to leave Kurril, too?” Vrax asked. “What about your family?”

      “Dead. All of ’em.” This was said with little emotion, and Tori suspected the boy had been on his own for a while.

      “You don’t know who we are, or where we’re going, kid,” Tori said. “You might not like it.”

      The boy’s chin trembled slightly. “Anything’s better than here.”

      She guessed he was probably right about that. It had been hard for her and Vrax, and they were adults and trained warriors. What would life on the streets in Kurril be like for a child? And, despite his tough act, the boy couldn’t have been more than eight or ten human years.

      “Listen,” he said, his expression eager. “I can help you. You need to get past the gate guards, right? I can be your distraction. I’m real good at it.”

      Vrax studied him. “I don’t doubt it.” He cut his eyes to Tori. “We do need a way through the gates.”

      “Fine,” she said, letting out a breath and leveling a finger at the child. “But don’t come crying to me once you see where we’re going.”

      A smile lit up the boy’s face “No, ma’am. I sure won’t.”

      Another strangled snort of laughter from Vrax, but this one she ignored. “And don’t call me ma’am. I’m Tori and this is Vrax.”

      “Rynn.”

      “Okay, Rynn.” Vrax pulled the boy into a huddle with them. “What’s your plan?”
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      “Are you sure about this?” Tori asked him, her voice urgent in his ear as they crouched low behind a trash bin. “Our entire plan now hinges on a street kid.”

      They’d picked a spot close enough to see exactly what was happening and move quickly when they needed to, but had selected the mouth of an alley to provide them some cover. Too bad the alley housed all the trash bins for a street filled with cantinas. Any spot not damp with urine was piled high with trash.

      He lifted his head wrap to cover his nose, the stench of the trash making him nearly gag. Tori held a hand over her nose, but didn’t complain. He felt a rush of protectiveness. If all went according to plan, they would soon be off the filthy planet and away from the putrid smells that clung to the debauchery of the city. If the plan worked, they would all be safe.

      Vrax watched the boy as he approached the gate. His stomach was a hard ball of worry. The child looked so small next to the hulking stone archway. “I’m sure he wants this to work as much as we do.”

      Tori didn’t respond, but he could sense her concern gnawing at him along with his own. They were putting a lot on the kid, but he was also the best shot they had. All of them.

      Tori tightened her grip on his arm as the boy began to dance in front of the guards, making faces and waving his hands. “I can’t believe this is what he came up with.”

      Vrax shrugged. “If it works…”

      At first the beefy aliens posting at the entrance to the shipyard ignored him, even though it was clear they weren’t amused.

      “Beat it, street trash,” one of them yelled.

      “You mean like you beat it?” the boy called back, making crude gestures at his crotch and laughing.

      The guard’s face reddened, but he didn’t move.

      “He’s either brilliant or a fool,” Tori whispered. “I’ll tell you which pretty soon.”

      “Be patient,” Vrax told her. “All we need him to do is distract them enough for us to slip by.”

      “And then get past them himself,” Tori reminded him. “If he gets caught…”

      “He won’t get caught.” Vrax couldn’t think about that. He knew he’d never be able to live with himself if the boy didn’t make it onto the ship, but he also knew that he had to get Tori off the planet. He said a quick prayer to the goddesses he wouldn’t have to make that choice.

      “Look,” she tugged on his arm. “It’s working. The little bastard is doing it.”

      She was right. Rynn dodged between the two guards, taunting and laughing, his brown hair flopping over his face. The aliens had moved from their posts, swinging their arms to shoo him away.

      Just a little more, and he and Tori should be able to slip by. He stood and pulled her behind him, readying to move swiftly.

      “Catch me now, sons of mongrels,” Rynn said, his voice high and clear, as he ran in underneath one of the guard’s arms and snagged the blaster from his holster.

      That did it. Rynn took off, running away from the shipyard, waving the blaster over his head, and the two guards gave chase.

      “Let’s go,” Tori said.

      They hurried through the massive arch, nearly running to Mourad’s ship. It was exactly where Vrax remembered it being, the dark monstrosity of a ship appearing almost menacing, with its ramp gaping open and a blue glow pulsing from underneath.

      Running up into the ship, their footfall was quiet. Vrax grasped his blade, extending it in front of him as they moved silently through the vessel. The last time he and Tori had come onto the ship unannounced, they’d headed for the rear and a place to hide. This time, they were headed for the bridge.

      “Where are the crew members you promised I’d get to kill?” Vrax asked, his voice hushed. He’d been hoping one of the crew who’d dragged him to the slave market had been left behind. He would dearly love to slice his blade across their throats.

      “Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Mourad didn’t post guards. Or maybe the guards are asleep on the job.” She said, ripping the gossamer veil from her face. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It will, if we take off with some of his crew aboard. I do not think they will want to serve under you or me.”

      Tori grinned, glancing at Vrax and taking in his costume. “You are right about that, but it won’t matter. Trust me.”

      Moving through the narrow steel corridors, they did not come upon any of Mourad’s crew. Their absence made Vrax nervous. Did Mourad have a reason for leaving his ship unguarded? Were they somehow walking into a trap?

      He dismissed the thought with a shake of his head. Impossible. The only creatures alive who knew of their intentions were Zarda and the boy. He was confident neither would have betrayed them.

      They paused outside the arched entrance to the bridge, Tori lifting her skirts and unsheathing her blade. She held up a fist and tapped her ear.

      The bridge was not empty. At least two crew members were talking, their voices relaxed. Not the sounds warriors made around their commanding officer, he thought, relieved they wouldn’t be fighting the captain. Mourad’s dark, soulless eyes made his blood run cold.

      There was another noise, but it didn’t seem to make sense. Was a female on the bridge with them? That would complicate things.

      Vrax pointed to himself. He would go in first. She frowned, but then he cut his eyes to her voluminous skirts, and she nodded curtly. She didn’t like going in after him, but she also knew it was the best plan. He could count on his mate to go with the best battle strategy.

      Peeking his head around the corner, he saw that the two aliens manning the bridge were both facing away from them. One sat in the captain’s chair with his legs stretched out in front of him, while the other stood beside him, his hands clasped behind his back and his stance wide.

      Vrax heard a breathy moan, and his gaze was drawn to the large view screen. Normally used to look out onto space, the massive screen now displayed images of an alien female with blue skin and three full breasts. She was naked and her legs were spread wide, her breasts jiggling as an alien male—also with blue skin—was pounding into her.

      Tori’s head joined him in peering around the doorway, her mouth falling open when she saw the screen. She jabbed him with her elbow, pointing to the two crew members watching.

      He nodded, moving forward on soft feet, hearing her mutter “fucking perverts” under her breath.

      The alien standing was the easiest to take down, and Vrax wrapped his arm around the creature’s throat before sliding his blade into his back and between his ribs. The crew member sitting was too enraptured by the sex show to notice Vrax drag the body away, as Tori came up behind the captain’s chair.

      She leaned down until her face was at the same level as his. “Too bad that’s the last pussy you’re ever going to see.”

      The alien jerked up, fumbling for his blaster before Tori knocked it out of his hand. For a moment, he looked confused, then he narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re that bounty hunter bitch.”

      Tori flashed her teeth at him. “Well, you’re not as stupid as you look.”

      Vrax let out a breath. Why was she toying with the alien? He strode forward, slicing his blade through the air and watching the creature’s eyes pop open. “Allow me.”

      Before she could protest, he slashed the air again, opening a gash across the alien’s throat so neat that the creature didn’t know he’d been wounded for several moments. Then he clutched his throat, blood seeping through his fingers, and dropped to his knees.

      “What was that about?” Tori asked, waving her own blade in obvious frustration. The female on the screen groaned, her two hands attempting to hold her breasts as they bounced wildly.

      He tried to ignore the screen. “You were taking too long. We still need to clear the ship.”

      She scowled at him and muttered something about him ruining all the fun, as she stomped to one of the consoles. A few taps of her fingers and the female on the screen vanished, along with the loud moaning. Then the only sounds were the hum of the ship’s systems and their breathing.

      Tori tapped at the console, producing a series of beeps. Symbols appeared on the screen, flashing green and changing rapidly.

      “What is that?” he asked.

      “A countdown,” she said, taking his hand as she moved past him. “For the ship’s self-destruct sequence.”
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      “What happened to the plan to steal Mourad’s ship?” Vrax asked, as she pulled him along behind her through the vessel. Red lights blinked overhead and a mechanical voice announced the time remaining in the countdown.

      She’d only given them a short window of time to get off the ship, so she didn’t have time to stop and explain. “Change of plans.”

      “How will we get back to my planet and your friends?” he yelled, over the countdown. “You haven’t decided to stay on Kurril, have you?”

      She cast a glance over her shoulder, giving him a look she saved for the dumbest questions. “Not by a long shot. We’re just going to take a different ship. A better ship.”

      They were not trying to be quiet anymore, and their feet pounded on the steel ramp as they barreled out of the vessel. Luckily, the countdown that had been so blaring inside did not carry to the shipyard outside, so no guards were running toward them.

      The flat expanse of dirt where rows of space ships sat was surprisingly calm, although Tori knew that was about the change real fast. She didn’t even see Rynn running through the stone arch, and her stomach roiled. The boy hadn’t gotten himself caught, had he?

      It took her a moment to locate the ship they were going to leave on, and she smiled at the familiar black hull. The Zevrian mercenary ship looked as sleek and deadly now as it had the first day she’d boarded it.

      “There.” She pointed at the largest ship in the ship yard. “That’s our ride.”

      Vrax was confused—she could feel that—but he also trusted her. His pace didn’t slow as they dashed past smaller fighters and squat transports. “I take it we’re not joining as passengers?”

      “That’s my old ship. The one the fighters you killed served on.”

      His flash of fury shifted quickly into cold determination. “Captained by the alien who believes you belong to him?”

      “That’s the one,” she said, hiking up her skirt and wishing she could tear it off. “He won’t be on board. He always spends the night before leaving a city with at least one whore.”

      “Too bad,” Vrax spun his blade in his palm. “I would have liked to finish things with him.”

      “Don’t worry.” Tori grinned as she thought of MaVon’s face when he heard that his ship had been taken. She only wished he could know it was her.

      The ship sat behind a row of shuttles and transports, so it was easy to get close without being spotted. She paused behind the wing of a ship, catching her breath and eyeing the Zevrian vessel.

      “Two guards on the perimeter.” Vrax craned his head over hers to get a better look.

      “At least one more inside,” Tori told him, remembering the captain’s protocol.

      The ramp was not down on this ship, but she knew there was an access panel next to it. First, they had to eliminate the perimeter guards, then they could lower the ramp. Of course, that would alert the interior guards that someone was coming. They’d assume crew members were returning early, but they would be armed, nonetheless. She and Vrax would have to take them out quickly.

      Tori’s heart raced as she went over all the possible scenarios in her head. The key was to move fast, before anyone knew what was happening. She cut her eyes to Mourad’s ship. Of course, a distraction wouldn’t hurt.

      “Sons of the goddesses,” Vrax muttered.

      Tori turned to see him staring openmouthed at the city gate, and she followed his gaze. Rynn was running at top speed toward the ships with the two guards close on his heels. Correction, he was running at top speed toward Mourad’s ship.

      Fuck. She stepped forward to get the boy’s attention when the bounty hunter’s ship exploded. Rynn’s small body flew through the air, landing hard on the packed dirt, and the guards were knocked off their feet.

      Tori was frozen in place as a fireball rose up from where the battered ship had been, dark clouds of smoke billowing behind it. Vrax ran to Rynn, scooping him up and cradling the boy to his chest.

      “Is he…?” Tori couldn’t finish the question, her voice breaking.

      Vrax’s expression was dark as he ran toward the Zevrian ship. “Come on.”

      He was right. If they were going to do this, it was now or never. She fell in step behind him, pushing herself to keep up with his long strides.

      The mercenary guards had left their post and were running to the explosion. Tori passed Vrax to get to the hull, flipped down a panel, and engaged the ramp.

      As it lowered, she glanced over at Rynn, his dirt-smudged face placid. Her vision blurred, and she looked away. She hadn’t cried since she was a child. No matter what had happened, she’d never shed a tear. She may have broken a few skulls in frustration or pounded on a punching bag, but she’d never let herself cry. So what was it about this kid she barely knew that was making her eyes sting, and her throat so thick she couldn’t swallow?

      He’s just like you, she told herself. Desperate to get away from a hellhole any way possible. Her breath hitched in her chest. Only, she’d made it off and he… She couldn’t bear to think that he was dead, but she’d seen him land so hard on the ground.

      “Tori.” Vrax’s voice brought her back, and she saw him standing at the bottom of the ship’s ramp. “Can you still do this?”

      She gritted her teeth, keeping her eyes from drifting down to the limp little body in his arms. “I’ll take point.” She rushed up the ramp with her blade extended, hoping that all the voices she heard behind her were running toward the burning ship, and not toward them. She knew Vrax was behind her—she could feel him—although he moved so quietly she couldn’t hear him.

      Pounding footsteps approached. She couldn’t tell how many soldiers there were, since the sound echoed in the metal corridor. It sounded like a fleet, but it could be only a handful.

      They were yelling about the blast, and clearly on their way to check it out. Vrax pulled her back, and they ducked into a darkened passageway to let the mercenaries run by. Hopefully, that was everyone on board. Between those Vrax had killed and those enjoying their last night in the Den of Thieves, she couldn’t imagine there were any more. What soldier could resist watching a ship as large as Mourad’s go up in flames?

      Once the men had passed and the ship was still, they moved back into the main corridor and headed for the bridge. Tori touched a hand to the cool metal of the walls. She’s spent so long in this ship, and it still felt exactly the same. Still smelled the same, too—a mixture of unwashed bodies and engine fuel.

      She suppressed the bile rising in her throat, reminding herself that D’Vos was dead. He couldn’t hurt her anymore. None of them could.

      Pausing outside the bridge, she listened. No voices, and no porn. Her shoulders relaxed slightly as she entered the dimly lit space, recalling how the captain preferred the lights low. Everything around them was black, although it was not as shiny as she’d remembered—black floors, black consoles, black chairs. Even the low ceiling was black. It gave the impression of stepping into a cave.

      She could sense Vrax’s unease. For someone used to living out on the open desert, this dark, closed space must have been unsettling.

      He gingerly laid Rynn down across the captain’s chair. The boy still hadn’t moved, but she was afraid to ask again if he was alive.

      As if answering her question, Vrax looked down at the boy. “If we can get him back to my people, they might be able to heal him.” His eyes went to hers. “Can you fly it?”

      She nodded. “I may not be a pilot, but I pay attention. All these ships are pretty similar, and Caro likes to talk a lot when she flies.”

      She felt a pang of longing for her crew mates. At least she’d see them soon, and she was bringing them a new ship. They’d be back chasing bounties across the galaxy in no time.

      She stole a glance at Vrax. His head scarf had slipped off, and dark hair spilled over his shoulders. She didn’t want to think about what would happen with him. She couldn’t imagine living on his sand planet, but she also was having a hard time envisioning being without him.

      He turned to her, his expression calm. “Do not worry.”

      Had he sensed what she was feeling? What did he mean? There wasn’t time to ask him now. She walked to one of the back consoles, studying the readouts. She retracted the ramp and disengaged the locking clamps.

      Okay, Caro. What do I do next?

      Before she could answer herself, she felt a hard jab in her side. She jerked her head up and saw Vrax spin around to face her, realizing a moment too late that she was in trouble. His face paled, and she didn’t need to turn to know who was behind her holding a blaster to her side.

      “I always knew you’d end up back with me,” MaVon said, his voice like velvet in her ear. “You are my property, and you will always be mine.”

      Vrax growled, but Tori shook her head at him. She had no doubt that MaVon would kill them both if he tried to save her. Vrax balled his hands into fists, and she knew that he understood.

      “Of course, now I’m afraid you’re going to have to work off your debt to me in a very different way.” The Zevrian captain fingered the sheer fabric of her dress. “After what you did to my crew, I could never have you working as one of them again. But you’ll be very satisfied, locked in my private chamber.” He let out a low chuckle. “I’ll make sure of it.”
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      Vrax eyed the blaster jammed into Tori’s side. He was too far away to make any kind of move without the Zevrian captain shooting her first. His fingers tingled with frustration as they hovered over the hilt of his blade.

      Don’t. He could almost hear the word echoing in his head as her eyes pleaded with him not to try to save her. But how could he not? They’d come so far. He couldn’t give up on her after everything they’d been through. He refused.

      Her face was set in a mask of fury, her dark eyes burning with anger. But not at him. She was angry at herself for getting caught. Her gaze flicked to Rynn, and he knew she blamed herself for the boy, as well.

      Vrax wished he could pull her into his arms and convince her it wasn’t her fault. He wished he could do anything but stand there watching the big Zevrian wrap his arm around her neck, tightening his grip until Tori flinched.

      Lowering his hand slightly, one of Vrax’s fingertips touched the cool metal of his blade handle. Maybe he could throw the weapon faster than the alien could shoot. He’d always been an excellent marksman, although he doubted he could move faster than the captain’s finger could press down on the trigger.

      “You may be a barbarian, but I know you’re not that foolish,” the captain said. “I would drop her before you could get it off your belt.”

      “Maybe,” Vrax said. “But you would still die. I never miss.”

      “Then I die. It would be worth it to go down with the bitch who took out half my crew.”

      “She didn’t kill them,” Vrax told him. “I did. Why not take me instead? Leave her and I’ll come willingly.”

      “No,” Tori said, her voice choked from the pressure of his arm against his wind pipe. “He’ll kill you.”

      “She’s right. I would kill you.” He raked his eyes over Vrax then jerked Tori closer. “And I won’t be able to have fun with you first, like I will with this one.”

      A rumble grew in Vrax’s throat at the thought of the alien touching her. He dropped his hand to his blade without even thinking about it.

      Tori let out a gasp of breath as the captain’s arm squeezed her neck, her face reddening.

      “Maybe I’ll kill her now.”

      Vrax removed his hand and held both up. “Don’t.”

      The captain grinned, but the smile was cold and made Vrax shudder.

      “You know,” he lowered his head to Tori’s. “I think the barbarian has a thing for you, TorVashent.”

      Tori pressed her lips together and stared ahead, even as the Zevrian’s breath made the wispy curls around her face flutter. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Don’t call you by your given Zevrian name?” The captain made a clucking noise. “Have you abandoned everything about your people?”

      Tori growled and struggled helplessly against the alien’s grip. “Why not? They abandoned me.”

      The captain’s expression darkened. “It’s good you’ll be coming with me. I can remind you how a Zevrian female serves a male.”

      “You might as well kill me now, MaVon,” she said. “That’s never going to happen.”

      He laughed. “As if you’ll have a choice.”

      Vrax looked desperately around the bridge. There must be something he could do. If only he understood how these ships worked, he could probably press a button and make the lights go out, or make it move, or something that would create a distraction. But the blinking consoles were gibberish to him.

      “As entertaining as this has been, I really need to clear my ship and prepare for departure.” MaVon gestured with his head at Vrax. “I’m going to walk you off my ship before I get this one settled in her new quarters.”

      Vrax didn’t move. He wasn’t leaving Tori behind. He’d rather die with her than let her be taken away by a male who clearly reveled in her pain and humiliation. “I’m not leaving my mate.”

      Tori closed her eyes and her body sagged. MaVon’s face broke into a wide smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Your mate?” He looked down at Tori. “Don’t tell me you’ve been fucking this barbarian, TorVashent?”

      Tori kept her eyes shut, but cringed, as if his words were blows.

      “This is even better,” the captain said. “You’ll get to watch him die.”

      Tori stiffened and her eyes opened. “He’s not my mate. He’s just a guy I used to burn off some energy.”

      “I am not so sure about that,” MaVon said. “He seems to think he has a claim on you.”

      Tori let out a strangled snort. “He’s a barbarian. What do you expect?”

      Vrax’s face burned, even though he told himself she didn’t mean it. He could feel that she was deceiving the Zevrian, but the words still stung. It had always been more to him. He knew that, but he also knew that her feelings for him had grown, as she’d slowly let down her guard. Hearing her give voice to his fears made his gut harden into a cold, tight ball.

      Tori met his eyes, her own wet. “Go. I’m not your mate. I never was. Go home and forget about me.”

      Her gaze was pleading with him, but he sensed the swirl of conflict within her and the ache of regret.

      “You heard her,” MaVon said. “Let’s move before I lose my patience and kill you both just for fun.”

      Vrax started walking. Maybe he could get an advantage over the captain along the way, though every time he twisted his head around, the alien barked at him to keep moving. MaVon was pushing Tori along behind Vrax, but kept far enough back that they were out of his reach.

      When they reached the ramp leading down to the packed dirt of the shipyard, the captain told him to walk down to the middle and turn, keeping his hands up. Outside the ship, people still ran toward the raging inferno that was Mourad’s ship, and a furious bellow rose above the din of voices. Unless he was mistaken, that would be Mourad.

      The thought of going back out into Zurril was not appealing, but if he could grab Tori and escape, he’d gladly spend the rest of life on the planet. He already wished they’d never left the comfort of the caravan, and cursed himself for wanting to return to his home. Being back on his home world would mean nothing if he knew his one and only mate was the captive of a Zevrian mercenary.

      He turned, keeping his hands up as he ran through strategic options in his head. As long as MaVon had that blaster in Tori’s side, he had very few that ended well.

      “Apologies for the deception,” MaVon said, “but I have enough bodies on my ship as it is. You understand?”

      He whipped the blaster from Tori’s side and aimed it at Vrax so quickly the Dothvek didn’t have time to react, before the sound of blaster fire echoed through the ship.

      Tori screamed, but Vrax did not feel the impact. Maybe blasters didn’t hurt, he thought, as he waited for the pain to come.

      Instead of him dropping, MaVon collapsed in a heap behind Tori. She leapt forward, hands over her mouth and her head swiveling. She spun around to face Vrax. “How did—?”

      He rushed to her and swept her into his arms, crushing her to him. When he pulled back he ran his hands roughly over her body. “You are sure you’re unhurt?”

      “I’m okay,” she said, touching her hands to his face. “You know I didn’t mean—?”

      Vrax didn’t need to hear her say it. He knew she hadn’t meant what she’d said. He captured her mouth in his, needing desperately to taste her, his tongue tangling with hers with a fervent desire. She moaned in his mouth, and his body hummed.

      Finally, he tore his mouth from hers, searching her face. “You are sure the blast didn’t get you?”

      She shook her head, looking dazed. “There was no blast. He was shot.”

      Vrax looked down at the crumpled body, the blaster still in his hand. “But who?”

      Rynn staggered into view behind Tori, the blaster he’d taken from the shipyard guard in his shaking hand. His face was pale, and he leaned heavily against the steel wall, but he was alive.

      “Rynn!” Tori gasped. “I thought you were dead.”

      Vrax knelt down in front of the boy. “You killed him?”

      Rynn nodded with a mischievous smile. “I came to when he was talking on the bridge and waited until he took you out. He never even heard me behind him.”

      “You save my life,” Vrax said, giving him a curt bow.

      Rynn shrugged. “You look like the kind of person who might be good for a favor one day.”

      Tori laughed. “Sounds familiar.” She nudged Vrax. “Be careful. The kid cashes in.”

      Vrax blinked a few times, relief that they were all alive rushing over him.

      Tori kicked MaVon and the captain’s body rolled down the ramp and onto the dusty ground. She pressed a panel and the ramp began to rise. “Now can we please get the hell off this planet, before someone else tries to kill us?”
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      Tori watched Rynn as he sat in the captain’s chair, his small fingers tapping the controls on the armrests. The enormous black chair was designed for a Zevrian warrior, not a small child, and the wide, flared back dwarfed him.

      “Careful,” she said. “Don’t press that one, or it will send us off course.”

      Rynn jerked his hand back. “Where are we going again?”

      “Zandureen.” Tori rocked back on her heels as she looked out the view screen to the inky blackness of space. Although the mercenary ship wasn’t as fast as some, they were still making decent time. According to the ship’s computers, they should reach the sand planet in a matter of days.

      “And that’s where your crew is? How many again?”

      Tori had explained everything to Rynn when they’d taken him to the ship’s medical bay to ensure he was truly okay, but he still seemed surprised that the bounty hunters she was so eager to return to were all women. She supposed she couldn’t blame him. Not many women visited the Den of Thieves willingly.

      “Five.” Tori caught herself before she said six, remembering that Max was gone. She’d never really been an official member, but after everything that had happened, she knew Holly considered the scientist one of them, and since Tori herself had stowed on board Mourad’s ship to get revenge for her death, she guessed she had, as well.

      “And your crew teamed up with his clan?” Rynn motioned behind them, even though Vrax had left his post on the bridge.

      “I guess you could say that. All but one.” Tori’s gut tightened. “Holly volunteered to go with the enemy.”

      Rynn looked up at her, his usually dirty face scrubbed so clean it glowed pink. “Why’d she do something dumb like that?”

      Tori stifled a laugh. The kid didn’t hide what he really felt. “She did it so another one of us could go free.”

      “Oh.” Rynn’s brow furrowed. “She must be really brave to do something like that.”

      Tori nodded. “That’s why I’m going to break her out.”

      He spun around. “Another mission?”

      “Don’t even think about it.” She leveled her sternest gaze at him. “You almost got yourself killed the last time. No more missions for you.”

      His small shoulders sagged as he turned back around, mumbling something about saving everyone.

      Tori grinned. The kid was right. He had saved them, but he’d also gambled his life and nearly lost. Tori couldn’t take the thought of losing anyone else.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll be plenty busy when we get there. If you’re going to be a Dothvek warrior, you’ll need to learn how to ride one of their jebels, and that’s not as easy as it looks.”

      “Do you really think Vrax was telling the truth?” Rynn’s face lit up. “Do you really think he’ll train me to be one of them?”

      “If he said it, he meant it,” Tori told the boy. “The Dothvek may be a lot of things—” Arrogant, Annoying, Stubborn, Bossy, she thought. “—but he’s not a liar.”

      Her mind went to Vrax, and she wondered what he was doing. She could pick up on faint feelings of enjoyment, but nothing more specific than that. She should probably test out their mind connection more, but the idea still made her nervous. As crazy as she was about the cocky alien, she still wasn’t wild about the whole mind-mate thing.

      “Do you think I can get markings on my arms like him?” Rynn asked.

      Tori pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh at the thought of the boy’s spindly arms ringed in tattoos like Vrax’s thick biceps. “You’ll probably have to earn them.”

      Rynn nodded seriously, and Tori had no doubt the boy was contemplating how to earn his markings. Vrax would have his hands full once they got back to the planet.

      Her stomach fluttered. She knew he was eager to see his clan again, but would he insist on staying? Even though she hated to admit it, she knew she couldn’t lose him again. She’d felt what that was like once already, and no way was she going through that again. No, if Vrax stayed, she’d just have to figure out how to make the best of a boiling-hot sand planet.

      “You okay?” Rynn asked.

      “What?”

      “You were growling,” he said.

      “Thinking,” she told him. “And wondering where my first officer ran off to.”

      Rynn cocked his head and his sandy hair fell over one eyes. “I thought you were his first officer.”

      She winked at the boy. “I just let him think that.” She spun on her heel. “I’m going to find him. You keep watch up here.” She glanced over her shoulder. “And no touching anything.”

      Striding off the bridge, she felt confident that Rynn could resist poking anything for a while, at least. They were flying on autopilot with a course laid in, so there wasn’t anything to do, unless something unexpected happened.

      After clearing Zurril airspace and putting some distance between them and the Den of Thieves, they hadn’t picked up on any vessels following them. Probably because MaVon’s crew was gone, and Mourad’s crew hadn’t figured out what had happened and who was behind the destruction of their ship.

      If Tori was lucky, they’d never figure out she was on Zurril and had been the one to blow up the ship. If she wasn’t lucky, well, it would make life interesting.

      Moving through the ship, she finally reached the captain’s quarters, and the source of particularly off-key singing. What was Vrax doing? She spotted his clothes flung on the wide bed and saw that the door to the bathroom hung open. Warm steam billowed out from inside, along with the scent of soap and the sound of cascading water.

      “You’re taking a shower?” she asked, pushing open the door the rest of the way so that it banged against the wall. The space was a blend of utilitarianism—wide open and white-tiled with a single drain in the floor—and surprising luxury—fluffy towels hung on a rack with a plush mat on the floor. She’d never thought of Ma’Von as the type for luxuries, but she guessed she hadn’t known him well.

      Vrax didn’t flinch, and she suspected he’d heard her coming. Or felt her, at least. “Is that what this is called?” He turned to face her, his muscles glistening with water as it poured over him from above. “It is amazing.”

      Her mouth watered, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the sight of the hot water, or the sight of his naked body. She forced herself to keep her eyes from drifting to his long cock, but even as she thought about not looking at it, she noticed it begin to swell and rise.

      “You should join me,” he said, extending a hand.

      “Don’t you think someone should be flying the ship?” She knew that wasn’t much of an argument, but she also liked sparring with him too much to miss the opportunity.

      “You told me it flies itself.”

      She frowned and folded her arms over her chest, even as drops of water splattered on her. He raised his arms and ran them through his hair, the water sluicing off his locks and spilling down his back.

      Holy shit. She couldn’t keep from staring now, and a flash of heat ignited between her legs.

      He locked eyes with her, his gaze burning. “Take off your clothes before I pull you in here with them still on.”

      She knew he wasn’t kidding. Tori kicked off her boots and shimmied her pants down to the floor. Before she could pull her shirt over her head, he jerked her by the hand, pulling her underneath the water with him.

      “Too slow,” he said, as she yelped and water poured over her face.

      “You ass!” She struggled in his arms, but he held her flush against him, his body curled around her back.

      He ran a hand down one side of her body and slapped her ass cheek. “I prefer to talk about your ass.”

      “I wasn’t talking about your ass, I was calling you an ass,” she said, but couldn’t help laughing.

      “Either way,” he murmured, massaging the cheek he’d just slapped and nuzzling his face in her neck. He wrapped one arm around her body and cupped her breast through the soaking-wet fabric of her shirt.

      “You’re impossible,” she said, leaning her head back as his words sent tremors down her spine.

      He nodded, tweaking her nipple and tipping her hips forward. “And you’re perfect.”

      Tori braced one hand on the tile wall as the warm water rushed over her, and she moaned. No one had ever thought she was perfect. No one had ever been able to match her, or keep up with her. Or had ever wanted to. Not until him.

      “You are perfect for me,” he said. “You are mine.”

      Vrax’s hard cock was tucked between her thighs, her body humming in response. She was his, and somehow she always had been. The idea of belonging to him should have terrified her, but instead, it thrilled her. She wanted to be his and only his.

      “Yes,” she managed to say between gasps.

      He leaned her over farther and dragged the crown of his cock through her folds, her slickness mixing with the water.

      Now, she thought. I need you now.

      Before she could take another breath, he thrust into her, lodging his rigid length fully and holding himself.

      “So tight.” He used his hand to tilt her hips higher and thrust even deeper.

      Tori dragged her hands down the tiles, her moans mingling with the sound of the rushing water and the slapping of skin as he pounded inside her. His hand moved from her hip around to her clit, which he circled as he continued driving himself deep.

      Her mind was a tangle of his need and her desire, the emotions almost too much for her. She cried out as her body contracted, quivered and pulsing around his cock. He roared as he hammered hard a few more times then held himself tight as he emptied into her.

      Looping an arm around her waist, he leaned the other against the tile wall, holding her shaking legs up and keeping her from collapsing on the floor.

      “We did it,” she said, after they’d both stopped breathing hard. “We escaped. We’re going back.”

      His body tensed slightly and she felt his conflict. He buried his head in her neck again, kissing her softly. “We got your crew a ship.”

      Butterflies swirled in her stomach. “Maybe.”

      “What do you mean, maybe?” He turned her to face him, pressing her against the tile.

      She shrugged, looking up to meet his desperate gaze. “I mean, I might not need a ship anymore. I know I won’t be going anywhere without you.”

      “No?” His voice was thick with emotion.

      “You go, we go,” she said. “Team motto. Besides, I’d never let a good fighter go. Especially after I’ve spent all this time training you.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You have been training me?” He lifted her up so that her legs wrapped around his waist, and his hands clutched her ass cheeks. “Maybe I need to remind you who is in charge?”

      She growled as he crushed his mouth to hers, eager to continue their battle for command.
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      Holly stole a glance at the tall Crestek next to her, as she was hurried through the city. Screams and blaster fire came from outside the city walls, but she tried to ignore that and focus on the alien with his arm wrapped around her.

      He was as big as the Dothveks, with broad shoulders that made his black cloak pull tight across his back. His hood had fallen back to reveal brown hair falling over his pointed ears, and amber eyes a warmer hue than his gold skin.

      Definitely not human, but definitely hot.

      She gave herself a mental shake, reminding herself that she wasn’t on a date, and he wasn’t a guy she’d picked up at an outpost. T’Kar was the alien she’d just agreed to marry in exchange for having Max released. It wasn’t a trade she regretted, but only because she knew her crew wouldn’t let it happen.

      She’d made it perfectly clear that she expected a rescue when she’d said her farewells to her friends. And if there were any people in the universe she trusted, it was the other female bounty hunters she’d worked with for the past few years. They wouldn’t let her down, and they wouldn’t let her get married off to a total stranger.

      She almost laughed at the idea of her getting married. Of any person she knew, she was probably the last one anyone would expect to settle down. Except maybe Tori, but Holly didn’t know if the Zevrian had any interest outside of battle, including men.

      No, most would have considered Holly the last person they’d ever imagine getting hitched. It wasn’t that she didn’t like men. She liked them a lot. She just didn’t like sticking with one for more than around twenty-four hours. That usually worked out well, considering how quickly she and her bounty-hunter crew darted in and out of places. Sure, she had some men she saw every time her ship stopped on their planet, but then she’d been gone again before they could get attached.

      As far as she was concerned, she had the perfect setup. Lots of different men to keep her from getting bored, lots of great sex, and no feelings to get bruised. She glanced over at T’Kar again. She had a feeling that arrangement wasn’t what he had in mind when he’d agreed to take her for a mate.

      They crossed a square with a tree blooming from the center, blue branches reaching to the sky. Holly looked up at a tall cylindrical building and at the rotund Crestek emerging from it, draped in purple robes.

      T’Kar stiffened beside her, his arm gripping her a bit tighter. “We are going upstairs to my chambers.”

      The alien’s brow furrowed. “But your father has requested your presence in his office.”

      “My father can wait while I make our guest comfortable,” T’Kar told him, his words clipped.

      The Crestek in purple glanced at her. “This is the female you are taking as a mate?”

      T’Kar did not answer, pushing past him and taking her inside the building. She turned to him as he led her up a ramp that encircled the inside of the building. “I guess you’re weirded out by the idea of marrying a stranger, too?”

      He paused and looked down at her. “I do not know what ‘weirded out’ means.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll have some time to get to know each other, first.”

      As if I’ll be here that long, she thought to herself.

      A sound from behind them made Holly turn. Purple Cloak was following them, a strange expression on his face. When he saw that she’s caught him, his gold skin mottled pink.

      “Did you have something else you needed to say?” T’Kar asked the man.

      The alien shifted from one foot to the next. “Just that you won’t.”

      “Won’t what?” Holly asked.

      “Have time to get to know each other first,” the Crestek said, a gleam of satisfaction in his eye. “Wedding preparations have already begun.”

      “What?” She stared from one Crestek to the other. “So this wedding will happen…?”

      “Today,” the round alien said, dropping his gaze to the floor.

      Heat pulsed off the huge alien beside her, his hand slipping to her bare arm, and his touch scorched her skin. She pulled away and peered up, meeting his hot gaze.

      She was so screwed.
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      Holly stepped into the suite and let out a sigh of relief. She’d been hurried through the Crestek city so quickly, she’d barely had time to register much, except for lots of stone buildings with the occasional awning or parapet extending over a courtyard. After rushing into a tall cylindrical building and up a spiraling ramp, they’d finally reached a heavy door that had swung open without being pushed.

      The spacious room behind it was a far cry from a prison cell or even one of the barbarian tents in the desert. Holly nodded appreciatively as she took in the sunken sitting area surrounding an open fire and sheer ivory drapes as room dividers. Unlike the earthy and vibrant colors in the Dothvek oasis village, this room was all sleek lines and neutral-colored stone. It even smelled crisp—like rain over cut grass.

      “You should be comfortable here.” The deep voice behind her made her spin around and put a hand to her heart. 

      “Don’t sneak up on me like that,” she said.

      The tall Crestek studied her. “I did not sneak. I was behind you the entire time.”

      “Then you’re really quiet. That’s something you share with the Dothveks then. Those guys can move like shadows.”

      Something flickered behind his eyes, and Holly wondered if that had been the wrong thing to say. She did know that this guy was a Crestek, and the Dothveks and Cresteks were mortal enemies, despite the fact that they looked almost identical. That was something she definitely wasn’t going to point out.

      “Can I get you anything?” he asked.

      “No, thank you.” Keep it polite, she told herself. Let him think you’re going along with it.

      He inclined his head slightly, but his eyes didn’t leave her face.

      Holly swallowed hard. So, this was the alien she’d promised to take as a mate. His black cloak hugged his huge frame more than the other of his kind, and his amber eyes flashed as he watched her. She considered herself something of an expert on men, and there was something more primal about this guy than he let on.

      She jerked her gaze away and walked across the room. She was still coming to terms with her impulsive decision and the reality of now being trapped inside the Crestek city. At the time, it had seemed like a good idea to volunteer to take Max’s place, especially after she saw the way Max and Kush looked at each other. No way was she going to let them be driven apart. Not if she could help it. 

      Besides, she knew her girls would break her out before anything crazy happened. If the bounty hunter babes were good at anything, it was nabbing people. 

      A sharp knock on the door made her turn her head. The old man who’d brokered the deal to take her strode into the room, smiling as if he was joining a cocktail party and not checking on a new captive.

      “I hope you find your suite to your liking, my dear,” he said, then turned to his son without waiting for her answer. “I will send up some attendants to ready you both.”

      “Ready us?” T’Kar tilted his head at the elder Crestek. “What do we need to be ready for? I thought our forces were still fighting off the enemy attack.”

      “Yes, yes,” his father waved a hand to dismiss his concerns. “That’s why we need to move quickly. We need to formalize the bond before those barbarians change their mind and use the chaos to their advantage.”

      T’Kar folded his arms over his sizable chest. “I do not understand.”

      His father sighed. “The bonding ceremony between you and the offworlder. It will take place now.”

      “Now?” Holly’s voice sounded shrill, even to her own ears. She was getting married to a total stranger right now? She’d assumed she’d have time to get to know the guy first, not to mention get her ass busted out by her crew.

      The chancellor swiveled his gaze to her, his slippery smile wide. “Do you have a problem with that my dear? I’m sure there’s still time to bring back your friend and rescind the agreement.”

      Holly bit back a smart-ass reply. She’d better be nice if she wasn’t getting out anytime soon. And she definitely didn’t want them dragging Max back in her. 

      She gave him a smile equally bright and insincere. “No problem at all.”

      As the elder left in a flourish of swirling silver robes, she steadied her breath. 

      Stay calm, she told herself. You’ll figure a way out of this. You always do. So, you have to get hitched to tall, dark, and hooded. It’s not the end of the world. You’ve dated worse. It’s not like your husband-to-be isn’t incredibly hot. 

      Her internal dialogue wasn’t helping her calm down, since it just reminded her that she’d agreed to marry a total stranger. Seriously, what had she been thinking? Was she really going to go through with this? Did she have a choice?

      She glanced around the room. No exits except the heavy door that her intended stood in front of. She gulped as she took in his impressive bulk and wondered what else was under that cloak.

      For fuck’s sake, Holly. Stop thinking about the hot alien and start thinking about how to get yourself out of this mess.

      T’Kar locked eyes on her, one slash of an eyebrow twitching up, and for a moment she wondered if she’d said that aloud. Her pulse quickened.

      Shit. Holly had known a lot of men in her day, but she’d never met one who could make her stomach do flips with a single look. Too bad she didn’t know if this was a good sign or very bad one.

      Girl, you are in so much trouble.

      

      
        
        Chapter 2

      

      

      

      T’Kar stormed down the hallway, his boots echoing off the stone walls and his long cloak snapping around his heels. He did not pause to knock when he reached the door, pushing hard on the massive wooden door to enter the room.

      The old man at the long table glanced up at the intrusion, his lined face creasing into a flicker of a smile, before he dropped his head once more. He waved T’Kar forward, even though the motion was unnecessary. T’Kar was already barreling toward him, his face flushed.

      “I trust you have settled the female into your suite,” T’Kar’s father said, his voice flat as he scanned the papers spread out in front of him.

      T’Kar ignored the non-question. “What is this about the wedding taking place now?”

      The Crestek chancellor didn’t bother to raise his head again. “I thought it was perfectly obvious. We need to secure the arrangement before those barbarians come get her.”

      T’Kar flinched at his father’s classification of the Dothveks—the sand-dwelling warriors they shared a common, if distant, ancestry with. He’d heard his father’s warnings all his life about the brutal barbarians who dwelled on the sands and desired nothing but war. Recently, though, he’d come in contact with a Dothvek and had found the warrior to be nothing like he’d been taught. It had only increased his curiosity about his distant relatives and proven to him that his father’s fears were unfounded.

      “We have no indication they’ll come after her,” T’Kar said. “The female volunteered to come with us and the Dothveks agreed to the agreement. They have no reason to break the truce, especially not after we fulfilled our side of the bargain and helped beat back the ship of offworlders.”

      His father shook his head and gave him a look as if he was a simpleton. “You think the barbarians need a reason to attack? They are brutes who are always looking to spill blood—Crestek blood. No, they will attack and try to claim the female for themselves.” He waved a spindly hand in the air. “Not that I blame them. They have as few females as we do.”

      T’Kar tried not to let his father’s disdainful tone affect him. “Why would they risk so much for one female? They have all the others. An entire female crew.”

      “A crew of six females.” His father frowned, clearly disapproving. “Who has ever heard of an all-female crew with a spaceship? No wonder they crashed on our planet. They are lucky they didn’t die. And did you see? Some of the females looked as wild as the Dothveks.”

      T’Kar had seen more of the female crew members than his father even knew, but he couldn’t admit that without his father discovering that he’d helped one of them escape from Crestek captivity. “The females are not like us.”

      The Crestek chancellor leaned back in his high-backed chair. “You are correct about that. They seem to be impulsive creatures who have not been properly protected or taught their place. I trust you will remedy that with your new mate.”

      T’Kar flinched at the word ‘mate.’ He hardly knew the creature with the flame-colored hair and the brightly colored clothes. He couldn’t imagine binding himself to a complete stranger, much less one who was being forced into the arrangement.

      “I need more time to help the female adjust to her situation,” he said, leveling his voice in order to placate his father. “There is much to teach her of our ways.”

      His father steepled his fingers, tapping them against each other. “You will have plenty time for that after the bonding ceremony. And after you consummate the union.”

      T’Kar’s mouth went dry. “You cannot expect her to want to— “

      “Want?” His father pushed his chair back so abruptly it almost tipped backward. “Why do you think I care about what an off world female wants?”

      T’Kar stepped back as his father stood, his wrinkled hands braced on the table. Even though he was considerably larger than his aging father, the Crestek still had the ability to make him feel like a small boy cowering under his tirades of criticism.

      “You are a high-born Crestek. You are destined to serve after me. You will be even more powerful than I am.” He slammed one palm on the table. “Unless you insist on giving this offworld female power over you. Who is the male? You or her?”

      T’Kar’s face burned, and he clenched his fists. “I am.”

      His father straightened, giving him a triumphant smile. “You are. You are my son. The only son of the Crestek chancellor. The heir apparent to the ruling class of our people.”

      T’Kar swallowed, tasting bile as he listened to the words he’d heard over and over for his entire life. He might be all the things his father claimed, but he didn’t want any of them. He never had. He didn’t hunger for power or crave domination. He didn’t want what his father did, and he knew he’d never measured up to his impossible standards. Despite knowing that he would never be his father and never wished to be, he hated himself for it. Even now, the shame of failure was bitter in his throat.

      His father tilted his head at him. “Is it a problem with the female? Do you not find her appealing?”

      T’Kar thought about the small creature he’d left in his suite, her long hair spilling over her shoulders and her skin an impossibly pale shade. There was no denying that she looked different from Cresteks, who had gold skin, ridges sweeping out from their spines, and peaked ears. Not to mention the fact that she was significantly smaller than any Crestek female. He would be lying if he said he didn’t find her intriguing. “There is no problem. She is acceptable.”

      His father nodded, his lips a thin line. “Of course, I would never mate you to an offworlder if things were not so dire with our females. At least this way, you will have the only claim on her.” He wrinkled his nose. “Our females have gotten too powerful because of their scarcity. Each female has so many partners, we hardly know which male is fathering which child.”

      T’Kar knew his father spoke the truth. After a virus wiped out most of their females, the remaining ones had become in high demand, and monogamy had all but vanished. Couples still bonded, but it was widely known that each female could have her pick of extra partners.

      Despite being considered one of the most eligible and attractive males, T’Kar had avoided forming attachments to any females. The thought of taking another male’s mate to his bed made his stomach turn. He knew this practice would never be accepted by the Dothvek clan, another reason he was so fascinated by the sand warriors.

      Oddly, he felt more of a connection to the barbarians his father feared than to his own kind. It was why he was a part of the secret Crestek separatist movement that sought to become more like they had been before their people broke off from the Dothveks and left the sands. It was why he secretly studied the Dothveks and tried to emulate them. And he knew the sand barbarians would never force a female. Not when they worshipped goddesses and revered their priestesses.

      “I need more time to prepare her,” T’Kar said, trying another tact. “She is not presentable for a bonding ceremony, unless you wish others to see me take a dirty female as a mate?”

      This gave his father pause. “No, that would not do. Since she is an offworlder, she must appear pristine.” He pursed his lips. “We do not want my rivals to say the female is not worthy.”

      “Agreed.” T’Kar hoped this would buy him some time. He wasn’t sure what he hoped would happen. Maybe he did want the Dothveks to attack and rescue the female. Maybe he wanted to leave with them. All he knew was that he could not let his father dictate the most intimate parts of his life.

      The Crestek chancellor lifted a goblet from the table and took a long drink, setting it back down with a thunk and staring at his son. “Do not think I do not know your game.”

      “My game?” T’Kar’s pulse quickened. Had his father heard about his separatist group? Had he gotten a glimpse of the tribal markings he hid underneath his cloak?

      “Your desire to make a love match. Don’t you think I’ve noticed how you’ve turned down every mated female who’s sniffed around you?”

      T’Kar did not reply. His father was wrong. He was not waiting for a love match. He did not believe in love any more than he believed the Dothveks were violent brutes. But he also did not believe in deceiving others. The more he had developed his empathic abilities, the clearer he’d read the feelings of those around him, and the easier it had been for him to realize that no one cared for him. Not in the way he wanted them to. His father cared for him only as a means to consolidate his own power. The Crestek females only cared for how well he could pleasure them. Even the human who waited in his suite only agreed to marry him to save her friend.

      “You are incorrect, father,” T’Kar said. “I do not believe in love matches.”

      His father studied his face for a moment before slapping him on the shoulder. “Good. Then you will take the offworlder as a mate as soon as she is made presentable.”

      T’Kar gave his father a curt bow, swallowing his anger as he left to return to the mate who did not want him.

      

      To be continued…
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        Chapter One

      

      

      Dorn strode across the deck of his ship’s bridge, his heavy boots echoing off the steel floor, and scanned the large window that doubled as a view screen. The enemy was in retreat—that was clear from the distant explosions lighting up the inky blackness. He balled his hands into large fists, pleased that his fleet had once again kept the Kronock from getting close to the solar system his people had vowed to protect. As a Drexian warrior, known for battle skill and fearlessness, it was more than his duty. It was his life’s mission.

      “Report,” he said to his number two in command.

      “Inferno Force has repelled them again. Minor damage to our ship’s hull, but nothing slipped past our blockade.”

      Dorn grunted in response, breathing in the faint smoky smell from the hit they’d taken. He knew as long as he led the fleet, nothing would get through. Although they were far from the eight-planet system containing Earth, he and his warriors put their lives at risk each day to keep the viscous Kronock from invading the technologically outmatched planet.

      “Rerouting power back from shields to environmental controls,” one of his officers said, intently focused on the computer screen.

      A steamy bridge was a small price to pay for stronger shields, but he’d welcome some fresh airflow. Dorn swiped a hand across his sweaty brow as he took in the thousands of stars laid out in front of him.

      Even though the Drexians had been defending Earth for over thirty years, almost no one on the blue planet was aware they even existed. That was part of the deal. The heads of government with whom they’d made first contact had insisted that discretion be the cornerstone of the arrangement. They’d thought telling humans about the existence of aliens—one warmongering species intent on invasion and one warrior race determined to stop the other—would create chaos and mass hysteria. So a secret agreement was forged that only a handful of Earthlings knew about.

      “They don’t even think life exists outside their world,” Dorn said under his breath, lost in thought. “Arrogant fools.”

      “Come again, Commander?” the nearest deck officer asked, swiveling around in his chair and away from the monitor in front of him.

      Dorn cleared his throat. “Nothing. Just glad the Kronock are on the run again. Good work, warriors.”

      “Yes, sir.” The officer nodded and spun back around.

      Dorn cast his eyes across the bridge at the Drexians all busy with their assigned tasks. Each wore dark uniform pants, and sleeveless shirts that pulled tight across their arms, exposing myriad tattoos and scars. Their faces were intense and focused on the battle, glowing with a sheen of sweat. The Drexians who signed up to serve in the Inferno Force and defend against the Kronock on the border of enemy territory—called the outskirts—were rougher than your average soldier.

      Being so far away from the rest of the fleet, however, their rules were more relaxed. Dorn cultivated a fight hard, play hard mentality among his crew, and he lived it himself. Disagreements were settled with hand-to-hand combat, and he’d tasted blood—courtesy of his crewmates—more than once. He knew the Drexian High Command would not be pleased to see a bridge full of soldiers not in full uniform, but when he looked at the battle-scarred warriors, Dorn’s chest swelled with pride. His eyes flicked to his own intricate, black tattoos stretching down one bicep--stylized swirls and a shield marking him as Inferno Force. He and his warriors would never let the Kronock through.

      Pride morphed into anger as the thought of his enemy took hold. Violent and concerned only with exploiting other species, the gray-scaled warmongers wanted nothing more than to enslave and destroy. Even though they were technologically superior to humans, Kronock weaponry still hadn’t been able to defeat the sheer firepower and sophisticated tech of the Drexian forces, which was why his people chased the monsters all over the galaxy to prevent them from invading weaker planets. It was how they’d discovered Earth in the first place. He knew many felt it had been a lucky day for both races.

      Dorn spun on his heel and walked to the illuminated star chart that took up one wall of the bridge and traced the history of the war. He dragged a callused finger from the blue dot that represented the Drexian home world across light years to the small solar system so valuable to his people. He tapped the map, and his finger made the screen shimmer with ripples of color.

      The small, blue planet looked tiny and insignificant, thought Dorn. In many ways it was. The planet was overpopulated, and was systematically destroying its own ecosystem, yet they had not achieved light speed, jump capability, or the ability to establish colonies off world. Normally, a planet such as that would not warrant a steady and devoted defense. In the past, the Drexians had relocated alien species that had been targeted by the Kronock, or had assimilated them into their society.

      But Earth was different. Earth females were compatible with Drexian males. Some of them, at least. About half of the female population, according to Drexian scientists. This was why his fleet fought for them. This was why the human governments made the deal—the deal that traded protection of Earth for females.

      Dorn turned from the star chart and watched his warriors move with practiced efficiency on the bridge. If there had been no deal, his crew would not be where it was. Not that Dorn minded fighting. None of them did, but sometimes he wondered if it would ever end.

      After the initial Kronock incursion of the eight-planet solar system—when they’d reached within firing range of Earth before the Drexians had intervened and beaten them back—the enemy had sent a steady stream of ships to their border, but Dorn thought it was more to make sure the Drexians were still holding their blockade in place, than an actual attempt at invasion. The defense forces protecting Earth hadn’t come face-to-face with a Kronock in over thirty years, and although Dorn’s stomach turned at the thought of the huge scaly creatures with elongated, hairless heads his warrior father had told tales about, he couldn’t help feeling that he was fighting a faceless enemy.

      Keep on coming, he thought to himself as he watched his ship target a retreating Kronock ship and fire. Faceless or not, we’ll beat you every time.

      “The last Kronock ship has been pushed back, sir,” his second in command said, looking over his shoulder from where he leaned against a low console.

      “Are all our fighter pilots back?” Dorn asked.

      His second glanced down at the console. “Last one just reported in. No losses.”

      He let out a breath, relieved that his team had suffered no casualties. He couldn’t afford to lose any warriors. Correction, the Drexian race couldn’t afford to lose any warriors.

      As the last of the Kronock ships disappeared from view, Dorn’s shoulders relaxed and he rubbed a hand across his jaw, feeling the day’s worth of stubble he preferred. He had no problem defending Earth; battling the Kronock was in his blood and made him feel alive. However, he had no need or desire for an Earthling mate. Or a mate at all. His fellow Drexians could claim his share of the bounty for him.

      “Fall back to our defensive orbit,” he said, dragging a hand through the dark hair he’d let grow out and fall around his ears.

      It wasn’t that he found the Earth females repulsive. Aside from being small enough for him to break in two, they resembled Drexians in many ways. Bipedal mammals, they only lacked a foot or two in height, nodes along their spines, and a third breast, but he’d heard his Drexian brethren say that what the breasts lacked in quantity they made up for in softness. He’d often imagined what these famously soft breasts felt like, and even now his cock strained against his leg at the thought, and the hard nodes along his spine heated.

      “Commander, you have an incoming transmission,” his communications officer said, looking up from the blinking control panel.

      “Transmit,” Dorn said, glad for the interruption that had taken his mind off the Earth women and their curious breasts he’d never see.

      The officer tilted his head. “It’s on a secure line. From High Command.”

      Dorn sighed. “I’ll take it in my strategy room.”

      He walked off the bridge and into an adjoining room where star charts and battle plans were strewn across a large, round table. Despite their technological sophistication, Dorn preferred mapping his strategy on paper. Drawing lines and charting intercept points helped him think clearly.

      He took a seat across from the single display screen and tapped a button by the chair to start the transmission. The screen crackled to life, and a familiar face looked at him from across the galaxy. With bronze skin and vivid green eyes almost identical to his own, the man in the High Command uniform on the monitor grinned when he saw him. If Dorn’s hair had been a lighter shade of brown and cut short, and one of his arms not covered with a dark swirl of tattoos, it might have been difficult to tell the two apart.

      Dorn shook his head and tried not to smile himself. “I should have known it would be you. Nothing better to do than bother me in the middle of a battle?”

      “Is that any way to greet your older brother?” The Drexian gave him a half grin. “Besides, I know you won your battle, and the Kronock are in full retreat.”

      Leave it to Kax to monitor his fleet. Once an older brother, always an older brother. Despite his twinge of annoyance, Dorn was glad to see his brother on screen. The two had always been close, and being so far from him was his one regret about commanding his battleship on the outskirts. Since Kax had left military intelligence and taken their father’s seat at High Command, he rarely ventured to the edge of the defensive blockade anymore.

      “You manage to get your information quickly,” Dorn said, pushing a long sweaty strand of hair off his forehead. “We only just repelled the last of the ships.”

      Kax’s smile faltered, and he took a breath. “Then now is the perfect time.”

      Dorn sat forward, resting his elbows on the table in front of him. He knew his brother’s tell. Kax nervously rubbed his hands together, and an alarm bell sounded in the deep recesses of Dorn’s brain. “The perfect time for what?”

      “You’re being recalled to High Command,” his brother continued. “Well, more specifically, to the Boat.”

      The Boat? Dorn’s mouth went dry. Why was he needed there? The massive space station—officially dubbed the Love Boat and called the Boat for short—had been built to accommodate and orient the Earth brides who were taken from the planet. It sat behind one of the moons of Saturn, hidden from view and space probes, not that those were as much of an issue since humans had stopped focusing resources on space exploration.

      “I don’t understand.” Dorn tried to keep the panic from his voice.

      “You will when you get here.”

      Dorn scowled at the screen. A typical answer from his brother. Did he always have to be so damned secretive? It wasn’t like he was still an intelligence officer.

      Kax shook his head. “I know how you feel about the Boat, but I hope you can put your issues aside.”

      “I don’t have issues,” Dorn said, hating the fact that he sounded like a petulant child. His older brother always did this to him. Put him on the defensive. Got him riled up.

      “You think Earthlings are inferior.”

      Dorn shrugged. “They are. They’ve used their technology to strip their own planet bare. They’re the only creatures I’ve ever seen willfully destroy their own habitat in this manner.”

      “Maybe,” Kax said. “But regardless, of all the species we encountered on our search, they’re the only ones who were biologically compatible.”

      Dorn grunted. “I know all that. The original DNA strand that managed to spread itself across the galaxy or something.”

      Kax angled his head at him. “You never did pay attention when it came to science, but yes, we do share common DNA with the humans. Otherwise we would not look so similar, or be able to successfully mate.”

      Of course, if the Drexians hadn’t stopped producing females, they wouldn’t have needed to search out other compatible species for mating, thought Dorn. But generations of war and defending weaker planets from invaders had depleted their population, and done something to their ability to create females. Almost none had been born in a generation.

      “And these compatible beings still haven’t figured out that we’re taking females?”

      Kax looked affronted. “You act like we’re stealing them. You know very well that this is all done with the full permission of the Earth governments.”

      “Only because they had no choice,” Dorn said. “Once they realized how technologically superior we are and were shown what the Kronock do to planets they invade, they had to agree to our terms, didn’t they?”

      Kax leaned back and blew out a long breath. “You make it sound like we blackmailed them. It’s been a good deal for the humans. We protect Earth and keep the people from discovering about us and the possibility of an alien invasion.”

      “And they let us take their inferior two-breasted females for mates.”

      “Only a select few,” Kax said. “You will not think them so inferior when you see them.”

      “I have no need to see them,” Dorn insisted. “Besides, I’m busy tracking some unusual Kronock movements. I can’t leave.”

      Kax pressed his brows together. “Unusual? In what way?”

      Dorn gave a brusque shake of his head. “It’s hard to explain. I’ve spent years engaging our enemy, but lately they seem to be testing us more than actually trying to win.”

      “Why would they do that?” his brother asked.

      Dorn didn’t want to give voice to what he secretly feared. It was alarmist, and he had no proof, but he felt like the Kronock were waiting to spring something on them. Something big. “I can’t say for sure.”

      “You can share your findings with the station’s captain and the High Command when you arrive. I’m transmitting your official summons to the Boat.”

      Dorn scowled. He had never been there, had never had any reason to go there, but he’d heard it was a holographic wonderland meant to replicate everything most appealing about betrothal. Designers to create wedding gowns, jewelers to deck them out in gemstones, and exact recreations of some of Earth’s most desirable locations. The theory was that if you enticed the females with enough bells and whistles for their marriages, they’d be less upset to be snatched from Earth and mated to an alien. From what he’d heard it worked reasonably well. It helped that they only took women who had no family connections and little reason to stay on Earth.

      Dorn tried to imagine why he’d be needed on the Boat as he studied his brother’s face. He’d never submitted an application for a bride and never intended to. “I’d rather be thrown in the brig.”

      His brother leaned back in his chair and grinned again, this time, followed by a throaty laugh. “You haven’t changed a bit, brother. That’s exactly what I thought you’d say.”
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